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Dat de Letterkonſt van byzondere nuttigheid is, ja 
genoegzaam haare Noodzaakelykheid heeft, is te bekent 
dan dat daar iets van behoeft gezegt te worden. Alhoewel 
men Taalen zouden konnen leeren door ’t gehoor 
alleen, wanneer men gemeenzaam met derzelver 
ſprekers omgaat, nochtans geven de Oogen, die daar toe 
de Letterkonſt doorſnuffelen, de Rykſte overdenking, 
en de verſtandigſte Ervarentheid. Ik weet niet of men 
wel lichtelyk iemand vinden zoude, die in zijn Moeder 
ſpraak alles kan uitſpreeken, het geen een Vreemdeling 
door de letterkonſt bekomen kan. 
— George Smith, The compleat English Grammar (1758, second 
edition, Rotterdam: J.D. Beman, H. Kentlink, en J. Bosch)
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Chapter 1
1.1 Objectives
One of the central and most controversial debates in second language acquisition 
(SLA)1 research and language pedagogy concerns the extent to which form-focused in-
struction (FFI) helps learners acquire a second language (Nassaji, 2017). At the heart of 
the matter lies the question whether there is a relationship between explicit, declara-
tive linguistic knowledge, which is the basis of form-focused instruction, and a learn-
er’s implicit, automatised knowledge system, which is necessary for fluent speech 
(Han & Finneran, 2014). This debate – frequently referred to as the interface debate – has 
been going on for decades now, and although considerable progress has been made in 
unravelling the nature and precise workings of the interface and the role of FFI, the 
definitive answer still seems to be beyond our grasp. 
Early work in instructed SLA and FFI research was aimed at comparing language 
teaching methods, such as the grammar–translation method and audiolingualism 
(e.g., P. Smith, 1970), yet these studies were largely inconclusive. Other research from 
the same period compared the effects of instruction versus exposure (e.g., Carroll, 
1967). In a review of 11 such studies, Long (1983) concluded there was evidence to sug-
gest that instruction makes a difference despite the fact not all results were consistent. 
Influenced by research in first language acquisition, there were nevertheless research-
ers who advocated foregoing FFI in favour of naturalistic (implicit) learning processes, 
the most influential of whom was Stephen Krashen (Krashen, 1977, 1981, 1985; Krashen 
& Terrell, 1983). In his Monitor Model, Krashen made a distinction between conscious 
learning and natural acquisition, the former of which in his view is the result of in-
struction and the latter of comprehensible input. He argued that learned knowledge 
cannot contribute to the acquired system, which is responsible for proficiency. Ac-
cordingly, FFI should be discouraged – for all but perhaps the easiest rules – as the 
resulting knowledge can only be used as an editor checking and repairing output, 
leading to halting and non-fluent speech. 
Even though Krashen’s views resonated with many researchers and educators alike, 
his theories lacked conceptual precision and were ultimately judged to be empirically 
vacuous. Theoretical advancements, such as Schmidt’s (1990, 2001) Noticing Hypoth-
esis, challenged the notion that attention to form is not a precondition to acquiring a 
language – claims which found empirical backup in research investigating immersion 
programmes and content-based education (e.g., Lapkin, Hart, & Swain, 1991; Swain, 
1985, 2000; Swain & Lapkin, 1982, 1986). Moreover, from the 1980s onwards, there have 
been numerous influential reviews that suggest FFI has a positive effect on second 
language (L2) acquisition, accuracy, and level of ultimate attainment (Doughty, 2001, 
2003; Doughty & Williams, 1998b; R. Ellis, 1985, 1994a, 2001a, 2001b, 2008; Fotos & 
Hinkel, 2007; Goo, Granena, Yilmaz, & Novella, 2015; Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991; 
Lightbown, 2000; Loewen, 2015; Nassaji, 2017; Nassaji & Fotos, 2011; Nassaji & Simard, 
2010; Norris & Ortega, 2000, 2001; Russell & Spada, 2006; Spada, 1997; Spada & Tomita, 
2010; Williams, 2005). Generally, the results of FFI studies show that it is ‘most effective 
when it is incorporated into a meaning-focused context, which suggests that to max-
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imize learning, teachers should attempt to combine a focus on grammar with a focus 
on meaning’ (Nassaji, 2017, p. 215). 
Despite the headway that has been made in FFI research, there are still many un-
knowns, such as under what conditions and in which exact pedagogical forms learn-
ers are most likely to benefit from FFI. More importantly, there are still fundamental 
methodological issues that the field needs to address. Since explicit instruction also 
involves naturalistic exposure, Andringa, de Glopper, and Hacquebord (2011), for in-
stance, suggested that in experimental research such exposure may be a confounding 
factor if it is not matched in amount and intensity in the implicit instruction condi-
tion: 
The strongest evidence [that explicit instruction is more effective than 
implicit instruction] would be provided by studies that compare perfor-
mance by groups with and without explicit knowledge of a particular 
target structure while controlling for the amount of exposure. This is 
where FFI research tends to fall short. In many studies … explanation 
of rules constituted an extra activity or it was matched by an activity that 
did not necessarily provide the same amount of intensified exposure to 
the target structures. (pp. 870–871)
Failing to control for these differences is problematic because explicit instruction ‘may 
trigger concomitant implicit acquisition processes … It exposes language learners to 
exemplars on the basis of which implicit acquisition may take place’ (Andringa et al., 
2011, p. 896), and consequently no valid conclusions can be drawn from such studies 
about the superiority of explicit over implicit instruction. In addition, Andringa and 
Curcic (2015) listed several design conditions that studies would have to fulfil in order 
to make valid claims about the implicit–explicit debate: (a) use of pre-test–post-test de-
signs; (b) random assignment of participants to research conditions; (c) controlling for 
differences in amount of exposure; (d) use of measures that also draw on the implicit 
system; and (e) implementation of measures to show that the groups compared actual-
ly differ in explicit knowledge of the target structure. Their conclusion, however, was 
not particularly reassuring: ‘If only the studies that potentially meet the mentioned 
criteria are considered … it can be concluded that there is still little solid evidence that 
explicit knowledge helps learners in becoming proficient users of the L2’ (Andringa & 
Curcic, 2015, p. 239). 
Other researchers have more substantive objections to formal instruction. Based 
on research into staged L2 development and the poverty of the stimulus argument, 
VanPatten (2014), for example, maintained that instruction that induces new knowl-
edge in learners – typically explicit rules – ‘are marginally related (at best) to how an in-
ternal grammar grows over time’ (p. 123). Referring to Universal Grammar, VanPatten 
(2016) claimed that underlying representations of linguistic structures are far too ab-
stract and complex to be influenced by pedagogical rules, as ‘the internal mechanisms 
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that are responsible for language cannot work with explicit information and explicit 
practice or output. They have to work with input’ (p. 654).
Not only in SLA research, but also in language teaching and pedagogy there have 
been substantial developments regarding the role of FFI, which in this field is often 
equated with grammar teaching. For much of the twentieth century, grammar was 
considered a central component of language teaching (Howatt & Smith, 2014; Hulshof, 
Kwakernaak, & Wilhelm, 2015; Richards & Rodgers, 2014). The grammar–translation 
method, modelled on the teaching of classical languages, was still influential in the 
early twentieth century, and remnants of the approach can still be found today (West & 
Verspoor, 2016). Another approach that regarded grammar a fundamental component 
of language teaching was audiolingualism (Rivers, 1968), which had its roots in struc-
turalism (Bloomfield, 1933) and behaviourism (Skinner, 1957). These and many other 
methods from the first part of the twentieth century had in common that they con-
sidered the overall objective of language learning to be ‘a mastery of the grammatical 
system of the target language, with its phonology, lexis, and general communicative 
function seen as secondary’ (Ur, 2011, p. 507). 
More recently, several developments such as a more functional perspective on the 
role of grammar (Larsen-Freeman, 2002; Widdowson, 1990) and an emphasis on the 
importance of vocabulary (D. Willis, 1990) have eroded the centrality of grammar in 
the foreign language classroom. Particularly, the communicative approach (Hymes, 
1972; Richards, 2006; Widdowson, 1978) and task-based learning (Long, 2015; Skehan, 
1996, 1998b) contributed to a change in the mind-set of many educators, emphasising 
the importance of communicative effectiveness over grammatical accuracy. Howev-
er, despite large-scale efforts to promote communicative and task-based approaches, 
‘grammatical explanations and exercises continue to be prominent both in course-
books and in the classroom practice of teachers in school-based foreign-language 
courses’ (Ur, 2011, p. 508) (see also Tammenga-Helmantel & Maijala, 2018). In the same 
vein, grammar instruction ‘has been relatively unaltered by research findings. It re-
mains traditional for the most part, with grammar teaching centered on accuracy of 
form and rule learning, and with mechanical exercises as the way to bring about the 
learning of grammar’ (Larsen-Freeman, 2015, p. 263).
In this multifarious yet disparate conglomerate of inconsistent research results 
and methodological discussions in the field of SLA on the one hand and classroom 
traditions and ever-changing pedagogical viewpoints on the other, student teachers 
are faced with the daunting task of finding their own voice, deciding what they think 
works best and discovering their own preferences. For instance, they have to make up 
their mind about questions such as whether (and to what extent) to incorporate gram-
mar into their teaching, whether to teach it systematically or only if learners make mis-
takes, whether to teach deductively or inductively, whether to focus on drills and guid-
ed exercises or on open and productive exercises, whether to discuss rules explicitly or 
centre on more implicit pedagogical interventions. It was the objective of this study, 
then, to gain a better understanding of and provide a deeper insight into how stu-
17
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dent teachers make sense of the position of grammar instruction in foreign language 
teaching, how they define, develop, and fine-tune their own proclivities and practices, 
and how they find their way in a research and pedagogical context that cannot yet 
provide firm conclusions about the efficacy of grammar teaching. This study therefore 
also explored the role of teacher education – an intervention that has regularly been 
described as weak (e.g., Richardson, 1996) and that also in the personal experience of 
the author of this dissertation as a teacher educator has often been found wanting with 
respect to its ability to contribute meaningfully to student teachers’ development.
In order to investigate these aspects systematically, language teacher cognitions was 
chosen as the central overarching concept in this study. Cognitions can be defined as 
‘an inclusive term referring to the complex, practically-oriented, personalized, and 
context-sensitive networks of knowledge, thoughts and beliefs that language teachers 
draw on in their work’ (S. Borg, 2006, p. 272), encompassing both objective knowledge 
and more subjective propositions, the latter of which often have an affective dimen-
sion (M. Borg, 2001; S. Borg, 2012). Cognitions act as filters when interpreting new 
information (Pajares, 1992), are affected by teachers’ experiences as language learners 
(Holt-Reynolds, 1992), and influence teachers’ decision-making processes and practic-
es (K. Johnson, 1994; Richardson, 1996). Moreover, exploring cognitions about gram-
mar instruction, a pre-eminent example of an ill-defined and underspecified domain, 
can offer valuable insights into how student teachers cope with the uncertainties sur-
rounding the position of grammar in the foreign language classroom (S. Borg, 1999b).
Additionally, this study was motivated by two gaps in the current knowledge base. 
Traditionally, teacher cognition research has had a strong individual focus, employ-
ing case studies that investigate personal narratives of teachers’ experiences. There 
is, however, a need for a collective perspective in teacher cognition research (S. Borg, 
2003b, 2006; England, 2017), representing a change from ‘a concern with individual 
teachers to a conception of teachers learning and developing within a broader con-
text of community, institution, polity, and profession’ (Shulman & Shulman, 2004, 
pp. 267–269). Furthermore, large-scale studies that explore cognitions of pre-service 
and in-service student teachers who are being educated in multi-year programmes 
for teaching foreign languages in secondary school are scarce (S. Borg, 2006, 2011a). 
The goal of the current study was to address both gaps, as it focused on collective 
cognitions of EFL (English as a foreign language) student teachers enrolled in Dutch 
bachelor’s and master’s degree programmes, which typically last between three and 
four years and whose curricula prepare graduates for working in the public sector.
Finally, in order to firmly connect the principal concept of our study – pedagogical 
grammar cognitions of student teachers – to SLA research, two constructs were includ-
ed that are ubiquitous in the instructed SLA literature but that have not systematically 
or only marginally been considered before in language teaching cognition research as 
factors mediating cognitions: grammatical difficulty (for a review of the construct, see 
Housen & Simoens, 2016) and individual differences (i.e., learner level and language 
aptitude) (Wen, Biedroń, & Skehan, 2017). In 2006, Simon Borg wrote in his seminal 
18
Chapter 1
volume on language teacher cognitions that often studies of teacher cognition in L2 
grammar teaching tell ‘us nothing about the effectiveness of what teachers think … 
in relation to what students learn’ (p. 285). In the past decade, not much substantial 
progress has been made regarding this situation (Kubanyiova, 2012). However, by rig-
orously grounding the present study in SLA theory, concepts, and empirical research, 
we aim to make a contribution to bringing these two research strands closer together 
in order to validate teacher cognition research as – at least in part – ‘the study of the 
sense and use teachers make of theories suggested by SLA’ (S. Borg, 2006, p. 286). 
1.2 Central concepts
Two main research fields informed this study: SLA research and teacher cognition 
research. The former is discussed in sections 1.2.1 to 1.2.3, exploring form-focused 
instruction, grammatical difficulty, and language aptitude and intelligence (learner 
level); the latter is presented in section 1.2.4, focusing on major findings in (language) 
teacher cognition research and examining the relationship between teacher educa-
tion and teacher cognitions. Finally, section 1.2.5 presents a conceptual framework 
that provides insight into the different elements that interact with teacher cognitions. 
Inasmuch as this section only offers a concise (historical) introduction to the ma-
jor concepts and theoretical constructs that are the foundation of this study, a more 
elaborate and in-depth discussion of relevant theory can be found in Chapters 2 to 5.
1.2.1 Form-focused instruction
Form-focused instruction is defined as ‘any planned or incidental instructional ac-
tivity that is intended to induce language learners to pay attention to linguistic form’ 
(R. Ellis, 2001b, pp. 1–2). It includes phonological, morphological, syntactic, pragmat-
ic, and lexical aspects of language, and is not limited to traditional approaches of 
grammar teaching but also includes attention to form in more meaning-oriented or 
communication-oriented language classrooms. However, both in SLA and language 
teaching research FFI has often been operationalised as what in EFL instruction is 
commonly labelled grammar teaching, emphasising the morphosyntactic dimension 
of FFI. Accordingly, in this study both terms – FFI and grammar teaching – are used 
synonymously. 
The past decades have seen considerable debate about whether formal instruction 
can contribute to second language acquisition. In this section, three major theoretical 
perspectives to this debate are discussed as well as two frameworks describing various 
pedagogical options for FFI.
Theoretical positions
Broadly speaking, there are three general perspectives that SLA theorists hold on the 
role of language instruction in second language acquisition. Some advocate what Wid-
dowson (1983) called the ‘permissive pedagogy of non-intervention’ (p. 23) (e.g., Krash-
en, 1981), while others claim that instruction can facilitate L2 acquisition (e.g., N. Ellis, 
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1993). Still others argue that at least for some elements of language formal instruction 
is indispensable (e.g., L. White, 1989a).
In the view of some SLA researchers (e.g., Dulay & Burt, 1973; Krashen, 1982; Paradis, 
2009) and educationalists (e.g., Corder, 1967; Newmark, 1966; Prabhu, 1987; Terrell, 1977) 
– exponents of the first theoretical position – learners must be given the chance to de-
velop their interlanguages naturally. Krashen (1982), for instance, argued that learned 
knowledge cannot become part of the acquired system – a notion that is often referred 
to as the non-interface position. As a result, formal grammar instruction would be all 
but useless. In this view, form-focused instruction can only lead to the development 
of explicit knowledge. Positing the non-existence of an interface between explicit and 
implicit knowledge, Krashen claimed that explicit, learned knowledge can never lead 
to implicit knowledge2, which is needed for regular and effortless communication.
Other researchers hold the position that formal instruction is not necessary for 
L2 acquisition, but that is does help this process along – a position known as the 
weak interface. There are several versions, but all claim that FFI can act as a facilita-
tor in speeding up natural acquisition (R. Ellis, 2008). The Variability Hypothesis (R. 
Ellis, 2008), for example, posits that formal instruction and practice cannot affect a 
learner’s vernacular style (i.e., unplanned language use), yet it can make a difference in 
their careful style (planned language use). Ultimately, though, development in learn-
ers’ careful style may positively influence their vernacular style (Dickerson, 1974). The 
Teachability Hypothesis claims that formal instruction can only promote language 
development if the learner is ‘close to the point when the structure to be taught is 
acquired in the natural setting’ (Pienemann, 1985, p. 37). Unfortunately, our knowledge 
about natural orders and sequences of acquisition is still quite limited, as a result of 
which it is difficult to make specific pedagogical recommendations on the basis of 
the Teachability Hypothesis (Lightbown, 1985). Another exponent of the weak-inter-
face position is N. Ellis (2005, 2006, 2007b), who described the connection between 
explicit and implicit knowledge as ‘dissociable but cooperative’ (N. Ellis, 2005, p. 305), 
contending that explicit, conscious knowledge assists the unconscious processes that 
are responsible for acquiring implicit knowledge. Put differently, formal instruction 
of a structure does not automatically lead to acquisition when that structure is taught, 
but it prepares the learner for subsequent acquisition by means of noticing for intake.
Proponents of the third theoretical position on the necessity of formal instruc-
tion claim that – at least for some structures – learners (especially adult learners) can-
not attain full target-language competence without some form of instruction (the 
strong-interface position). Drawing on Skill Acquisition Theory, DeKeyser (1998, 2007), 
for instance, argued that learners can turn declarative knowledge into procedural and 
eventually automatised knowledge through communicative practice. L. White (1989a) 
maintained that in order to acquire certain structures exposure to positive evidence 
may not be enough to eradicate overgeneralisations. For instance, native French learn-
ers of English may continue to produce sentences such as *John drank yesterday some 
coffee, because the lack of positive evidence in language input does not imply that a 
20
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sentence like this is necessarily impossible or incorrect. To come to this realisation, 
learners need negative evidence (a grammar lesson) or corrective feedback.
Focus on form(s)
Assuming FFI can facilitate or is necessary for second language acquisition, the ques-
tion remains whether all types of FFI are equally effective. In order to examine such 
a question, a framework conceptualising different options of FFI can be helpful. Sev-
eral taxonomies of pedagogic options have been proposed (e.g., Doughty & Williams, 
1998b; R. Ellis, 1998, 2001b), many of which are based on Long’s (1988, 1991) macro-dis-
tinction between what he called – somewhat confusingly – focus on form (FonF) and 
focus on forms (FonFs). FonF ‘overtly draws students’ attention to linguistic elements 
as they arise incidentally in lessons whose overriding focus is on meaning or com-
munication’ (Long, 1991, pp. 45–46). FonFs, on the other hand, is a more traditional 
approach based on a structural syllabus, in which grammatical forms take centre stage; 
language learning is seen as ‘a process of accumulating distinct entities one at a time’ 
(R. Ellis, 2015b, p. 316), involving explicit FFI. 
Long’s original definition of FonF conceptualised it as having an incidental 
form-focused component, but later researchers (e.g., Doughty & Williams, 1998b; R. 
Ellis, 2001b) also included pedagogical options that have a pre-planned focus on form, 
based on an analysis of learners’ needs – still within a broader context of communica-
tive and meaningful language teaching – leading R. Ellis (2016) to conclude that FonF 
‘is best not understood as an approach … but as involving different kinds of instruc-
tional procedures … designed to attract learners’ attention to forms while they are 
using the L2 as a tool for communicating’ (p. 277).
Explicit and implicit instruction
A further sub-classification of FFI is the distinction between implicit and explic-
it form-focused instruction. Implicit instruction is ‘directed at enabling learners to 
learn an L2 incidentally by attracting their attention to linguistic forms while they 
are primarily focused on meaning’ (R. Ellis, 2015b, p. 318). For instance, input-based 
instruction facilitates learners in noticing specific features in the input they receive. 
This can take the form of input-flooding, in which the teacher ensures that a specific 
structure occurs highly frequently in the input, and enhanced input, in which gram-
matical forms are made salient by highlighting or boldfacing them. Enriched input is 
theoretically underpinned by Schmidt’s (1990, 1994b, 2001) Noticing Hypothesis and 
Hatch and Wagner-Gough’s (1976) Frequency Hypothesis, the latter of which states 
that the order of L2 acquisition is determined by the frequency with which linguistic 
features occur in the input. The former claims that for learners to be able to learn 
linguistic features they have to notice them, a conscious process in which the learner 
attends to the input and is able to identify how the input differs from the output he or 
she is able to generate. Related to this is N. Ellis’ (2002, 2007a) exemplar-based model 
of language learning, which is based on the premise that encountering large numbers 
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of (semi-)formulaic constructions will trigger subsequent input processing and inte-
gration into a learner’s implicit system.
Explicit FFI involves ‘verbal explanation of forms and use’ (Ur, 2011, p. 510), which 
can be accomplished inductively or deductively. In inductive teaching, learners have 
to arrive at a rule themselves by analysing language data; deductive grammar teaching 
involves presenting a rule using metalanguage. There are numerous types of explicit 
instruction, of which presentation–practice–production (PPP) instruction is the dom-
inant one in teacher guides (R. Ellis, 2015b). Underpinned by Skill Acquisition The-
ory (DeKeyser, 1995, 2007), which equates language learning to picking up any other 
skill, PPP instruction starts with presenting a new form which is then proceduralised 
through practice. 
If FFI is embedded within communicative practice, it is often referred to as ex-
plicit integrated instruction (Lightbown, 2008) – a pedagogical option underpinned 
by Transfer-Appropriate Processing Theory (TAP), which claims ‘that we can use what 
we have learned if the cognitive processes that are active during learning are similar 
to those that are active during retrieval’ (Lightbown, 2008, p. 27). Another FFI option 
is consciousness-raising instruction (Fotos, 1993, 1994), which emphasises the impor-
tance of having learners infer explicit representations of linguistic structures from 
language data without subsequent practice. This type of instruction is grounded in 
the weak-interface position, which postulates that explicit knowledge is valuable in its 
own right since it can facilitate processes involved in developing implicit knowledge, 
but given that explicit and implicit knowledge are distinct practice aimed at trans-
forming the former into the latter is considered futile.
1.2.2 Grammatical complexity
Grammatical complexity can be defined from a psycholinguistic, linguistic, or peda-
gogical perspective (Spada & Tomita, 2010). From a psycholinguistic viewpoint, complex-
ity entails whether a structure is acquired earlier or later and the difficulty with which 
it is processed. A number of studies have investigated the order in which learners 
acquire certain morphological and syntactical structures (see, for instance, Lightbown, 
1980; Pienemann, 1989). Grammatical difficulty can be defined then as the result of 
teaching linguistic structures that learners are not developmentally ready to acquire 
yet. Another approach to defining complexity from a psycholinguistic perspective is 
conceptualising it in cognitive terms (Hulstijn & de Graaff, 1994). In such a view, a 
complex structure is one that requires learners to take several steps to arrive at the 
target form.
Linguistic complexity can be defined in terms of whether a structure has many or 
few transformations, is unmarked or marked, or is typologically similar or different to 
the learner’s first language (L1) (Spada & Tomita, 2010). Additionally, DeKeyser (1995) 
defined three types of complexity: complexity of form, complexity of meaning, and 
complexity of form–meaning mapping. The English plural is an example of the for-
mer, where difficulty arises in choosing the correct morpheme for the correct place. 
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The use of articles in English can be difficult in terms of meaning, because here mean-
ing is expressed through grammatical forms which can only be explained in a highly 
abstract manner. The third-person singular -s in English, finally, is complex in terms 
of form–meaning mapping because semantically this morpheme is unessential. Fur-
ther, linguistic complexity can be defined as a function of saliency (Doughty & Wil-
liams, 1998b). When a form is salient in the input a learner receives, it is supposed 
to be easier to acquire, a notion supported by Schmidt’s (1990, 1994b, 2001) Noticing 
Hypothesis. Lastly, when a linguistic form is important for communicative purposes, 
it may be seen as easier for learners since it is more difficult to remediate errors that 
do not interfere with communication (Spada & Lightbown, 2008).
Complexity from a pedagogical point of view is connected to the ease or difficulty 
with which students learn and understand grammatical features (Spada & Tomita, 
2010). Robinson (1996b), for example, asked teachers which structures they found 
difficult for their learners. Participants identified particularly those features as diffi-
cult that learners fail to use accurately (i.e., systematic performance errors). Scheffler 
(2011) compared teachers’ judgements about the difficulty of 12 pedagogical rules of 
grammar and learners’ performance on these rules and found a high and statisti-
cally significant correlation between the two variables, leading him to conclude that 
‘teachers can predict the degree of success that the learners can have with rules of 
use’ (p. 234).
It is important to note, however, that none of these three perspectives is without 
problems (Spada & Tomita, 2010). For instance, claiming that a feature is acquired late 
because it is complex – taking a psycholinguistic perspective – is a circular argument. 
Linguistic definitions, in turn, are problematic because there is a clear difference in 
difficulty of teachability and learnability. The third-person singular -s, for instance, is 
easy to teach but difficult to learn – a fact most EFL teachers can attest to. Lastly, peda-
gogical difficulty may at least in part be contingent on individual learner factors such 
as L1 background and aptitude (DeKeyser, 2003).
1.2.3 Language aptitude and intelligence
Language aptitude refers to a specific talent for learning an L2 (Skehan, 2002). It is not 
the same as general intelligence, which is ‘a general sort of aptitude that is not lim-
ited to a specific performance area but is transferable to many sorts of performance’ 
(Dörnyei, 2005, p. 32). Nevertheless, the two constructs are related, and there even 
seems to be some overlap (Sasaki, 1996). Much of the early work in the 1950s and 1960s 
in language aptitude was done by American educational psychologist John Carroll, 
who developed a seminal test – the Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT) – to meas-
ure the construct (Carroll & Sapon, 1959, 2002). He theorised that language aptitude 
comprised four components (Carroll, 1962, 1981, 1990, 1993): phonetic coding ability 
(capacity to code unfamiliar sound in order to retain it), associative memory (ability 
to form links in memory), grammatical sensitivity (ability to identify the functions of 
words in sentences), and inductive language learning ability (capacity to extrapolate 
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to create new sentences), the latter two of which can be subsumed under one factor, 
language analytic ability, making the model more parsimonious (Skehan, 2002).
Compared to other SLA subfields, for a long time language aptitude research 
only attracted marginal attention (Wen et al., 2017), a situation that slowly began to 
change at the beginning of the twenty-first century when an anthology edited by 
Peter Robinson (2002a) was published. It triggered a renewed interest in the field 
from various perspectives and disciplines such as educational psychology and cog-
nitive science, resulting in a deeper understanding of the construct and new con-
ceptual models. Whereas Carroll’s original four-factor aptitude model was aimed at 
predicting learning rate and ultimate L2 attainment, the new models focused more 
on explanatory variables, reconceptualising language aptitude as process-oriented, 
interacting with contextual factors, and attributing a significant role for working 
memory (Li, 2015). 
An example of a more process-oriented model is Skehan’s (2002, 2012, 2015, 2016) 
Macro-SLA aptitude model, in which he relates SLA stages to L2 cognitive processes 
and specific aptitude constructs. Skehan argued that, for instance, the first stage of 
acquisition – language input – is comprised of input processing (segmentation) and 
noticing, which in turn are related to aptitude concepts such as attentional control, 
working memory, and phonetic coding ability. Moreover, Skehan’s model implied that 
learners can differ in various aptitude components (Ellis & Shintani, 2014), a possi-
bility that was explored further in Robinson’s (2005, 2007, 2012) Aptitude Complexes/
Ability Differential framework. In this model, so-called primary abilities involving key 
processes in acquisition such as grammatical sensitivity and pattern recognition un-
derlie secondary ability factors (e.g., noticing the gap, metalinguistic rule rehearsal), 
which in turn combine to form aptitude complexes such as aptitude for focus on form 
or aptitude for explicit rule learning. Finally, these complexes are embedded within 
and linked to instructional factors and broader communicational influences, suggest-
ing that aptitude components interact with educational context, instructional setting, 
and specific task features, the ultimate ramification being that learners may benefit 
from different types of instruction according to their abilities.
Apart from these theoretical advancements, there is increasing empirical evidence 
that supports the validity of the language aptitude construct. In a meta-analysis of 
66 studies, Li (2016) concluded that language aptitude was a strong predictor of L2 
proficiency, was distinct from motivation and anxiety, but was strongly correlated 
with intelligence. Another meta-analysis (Li, 2015), which examined the associations 
between aptitude and L2 grammar acquisition in 33 studies, showed that aptitude had 
larger effects in secondary school classes than in university language classes, under-
lining Robinson’s (2005) assertion that aptitude measures are more predictive of early 
L2 acquisition than high attainment levels. It was also found that explicit instruc-
tion showed considerably higher correlations with aptitude measures than implicit 
instruction, providing evidence for Dörnyei and Skehan’s (2003) claim that language 
aptitude ‘presupposes a requirement that there is a focus on form’ (p. 600).
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1.2.4 Teacher cognitions
Reflecting a wider problem in the field of teacher knowledge and beliefs research, in 
which a proliferation of terms and concepts makes comparing studies difficult, teach-
er cognitions have been conceptualised in many ways, for instance as practical knowl-
edge (Meijer, 1999), personal theories (Sendan & Roberts, 1998), personal pedagogical 
systems (S. Borg, 1998b), pedagogical knowledge (Gatbonton, 1999), conceptions of 
practice (Freeman, 1993), and so on. Some of these terms focus mainly on teachers’ 
propositional knowledge, while others stress the intuitive and implicit nature of cog-
nitions. Still other concepts reflect the practical and experiential origin of cognitions, 
whereas some emphasise the epistemological foundation of teachers’ beliefs. 
It is questionable, however, whether trying to separate teachers’ cognitions into 
propositional knowledge, attitudes, beliefs and so forth is a particularly fruitful en-
deavour. Some researchers have argued that using a broader and more inclusive defi-
nition is a more realistic way of conceptualising teacher cognitions. Verloop, van Driel, 
and Meijer (2001), for example, used the term teacher practical knowledge and defined it 
as ‘the whole of the knowledge and insights that underlie teachers’ actions in practice’ 
(p. 446). They argued that a superordinate term for cognitive constructs reflects the 
inseparable nature of knowledge and beliefs (see also Pajares, 1992):
It is important to realize that in the label ‘teacher knowledge’, the con-
cept ‘knowledge’ is used as an overarching, inclusive concept, summa-
rizing a large variety of cognitions, from conscious and well-balanced 
opinions to unconscious and unreflected intuitions. This is related to 
the fact that, in the mind of the teacher, components of knowledge, be-
liefs, conceptions, and intuitions are inextricably intertwined. (Verloop 
et al., 2001, p. 446) 
Cognitions in mainstream educational research
As S. Borg (2006) noted in a seminal review of (language) teacher cognition research, 
a new paradigm of the role teachers play in student learning started emerging in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s. Up until that time, teaching was primarily seen as a set of 
behaviours performed by teachers in classrooms, with learning being the result of 
teaching. In this process–product approach, relationships were studied among teacher 
characteristics, learner characteristics, classroom interactions, and learning outcomes 
(Dunkin & Biddle, 1974).
New developments in cognitive psychology, however, caused a paradigm shift mir-
roring growing concern about the limitations of solely studying teachers’ behaviours 
and their effectiveness (K. Carter, 1990). Researchers started to focus on the influence 
of thinking on behaviour. Examining behaviours alone was no longer sufficient; to un-
derstand these behaviours studying teachers’ thoughts and beliefs became important. 
Further, more than before teachers were thought to play a far more active and crucial 
role in determining educational processes. They were no longer viewed as ‘mechanical 
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implementers of external prescriptions’ (S. Borg, 2006, p. 7), but as thinking, active de-
cision-makers. And although many teacher cognition studies in this era (e.g., Jackson, 
1968; Kounin, 1970; Shulman & Elstein, 1975; L. Smith & Geoffrey, 1968) raised more 
questions than answers, one compelling point – one we now take for granted – did 
emerge: the behaviour and thinking of teachers is guided by their beliefs, which often 
operate on an unconscious level (S. Borg, 2006).
The 1980s saw a rapid increase in the number of studies devoted to teacher cogni-
tion (Mitchell & Marland, 1989; Shavelson & Stern, 1981). In 1981, for instance, Elbaz 
published an influential study introducing the notion of practical knowledge. In her 
view, teachers’ knowledge has its origins in practice and deals with practical problems. 
Her approach was more holistic than previous psychological studies of teacher deci-
sion-making, which tended to emphasise cognitive processes (S. Borg, 2006). The con-
cepts that a teacher is not merely a ‘passive transmitter of knowledge’ (Elbaz, 1981, p. 
43) and that ‘the single factor which seems to have the greatest power to carry forward 
our understanding of the teacher’s role is the phenomenon of teachers’ knowledge’ (p. 
45) are still valid nowadays (S. Borg, 2006).
This focus on teachers’ practical knowledge was echoed in another seminal publi-
cation: Clark and Peterson’s (1986) literature review, in which a model was presented 
of teacher thought and action. The first component of this model comprises teachers’ 
thought processes, which consist of teacher planning, teachers’ interactive thoughts 
and decisions, and teachers’ theories and beliefs. These thought processes interact 
with the second component of the model, teachers’ actions and their observable ef-
fects. In their description, Clark and Peterson also differentiated between teachers’ 
beliefs on students and teachers’ implicit theories about teaching and learning, the 
latter of which constituted at the time ‘the smallest and youngest part of the literature 
of research on teacher thinking’ (p. 285).
Further specifying Clark and Peterson’s (1986) model, Shulman (1986, 1987) pre-
sented a taxonomy of teachers’ content knowledge. He proposed seven categories of 
teacher knowledge: subject-matter content knowledge, pedagogical content knowl-
edge, curricular knowledge, general pedagogical knowledge, knowledge of learners 
and their characteristics, knowledge of educational contexts, and knowledge of ed-
ucational ends. Of particular interest then (and still) was how teachers changed sub-
ject-matter knowledge into a form that could be understood by learners, the so-called 
pedagogical content knowledge. It represents: 
the aspects of content most germane to its teachability. Within the cate-
gory of pedagogical content knowledge I include, for the most regularly 
taught topics in one’s subject area, the most useful forms of representa-
tion of those ideas, the most powerful analogies, illustrations, examples, 
explanations, and demonstrations – in a word, the ways of represent-
ing and formulating the subject that make it comprehensible to others 
… [Pedagogical content knowledge] also includes an understanding of 
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what makes the learning of specific concepts easy or difficult: the con-
ceptions and preconceptions that students of different ages and back-
grounds bring with them to the learning. (Shulman, 1986, p. 9)
Teacher knowledge is by now a strongly established notion in the area of teacher cog-
nition, even to the extent that it is a dominant concept today (S. Borg, 2006; Freeman, 
2016).
Following Shulman’s approach, in the 1990s teacher beliefs and knowledge were 
no longer seen as a generic concept. Calderhead (1996), for example, discussed sever-
al subcategories of teacher knowledge: subject knowledge, craft knowledge, personal 
practical knowledge, case knowledge, theoretical knowledge, and metaphors and im-
ages. Similarly, teacher beliefs were also subcategorised: beliefs about learners and 
learning, beliefs about teaching, beliefs about subject, beliefs about learning to teach, 
and beliefs about self and the teaching role. 
In the new millennium, teacher cognition is still a topic that generates much re-
search (see, for instance, Angeli & Valanides, 2005; Basturkmen, 2012; S. Borg & Burns, 
2008; Burns, Freeman, & Edwards, 2015; Fives & Gill, 2015; P. Graham, 2005; Huang, 
Normandia, & Greer, 2005; Isikoglu, Basturk, & Karaca, 2009). Table 1.1 summaris-
es findings from mainstream educational research about teacher beliefs that may be 
considered ‘fundamental assumptions that may reasonably be made when initiating 
a study of teachers’ educational beliefs’ (Pajares, 1992, p. 324). It provides a framework 
that still remains useful (S. Borg, 2006) (see also Fives & Buehl, 2012). 
Finally, it is worth noting that the concept and understanding of teacher thinking 
has evolved differently in language teaching research as compared to general edu-
cational research (Freeman, 2016). For instance, in educational research ideas about 
teacher thinking moved from cognitivist notions of decision-making based on infor-
mation processing theory (e.g., Shavelson, 1973) via situated and sociocultural theories 
of teachers’ thought processes (e.g., Clark & Peterson, 1986) to representations ‘of think-
ing as socio-cognitive interaction characterized … as making meaningful connections 
between inner and outer worlds’ (Freeman, 2016, p. 161). In second language teacher 
education research, however, decision-making was conceptualised as being based on 
beliefs, assumptions, knowledge (BAK; Woods, 1996; see also Woods & Çakır, 2011), and 
teacher thought processes evolved into language teacher cognitions (S. Borg, 2003b, 2006, 
2012). So instead of adapting the terminology and theorising of general educational 
research, language teaching researchers reshaped and refined these ideas like ‘an oys-
ter creating its pearl from a grain of sand … in unique ways to suit their work’ (Free-
man, 2016, p. 148). Put differently, in second and foreign language teaching research 
general educational constructs were recast and elaborated in a highly specific way to 
better fit the nature of language teaching:  
This shift from decisions to cognition(s) as the primary way of conceiv-
ing thinking suited language teaching, given the nature of classroom 
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activity as highly interactive, and the subject matter as enacted through 
those interactions. (Freeman, 2016, p. 162)
In this respect, language teaching cognition research deviates from other curricular 
areas, which do tend to adopt general educational constructs on teacher thinking and 
apply them more narrowly.
1 Beliefs are formed early and tend to self-perpetuate, persevering even against contradictions caused 
by reason, time, schooling, or experience.
2 Individuals develop a belief system that houses all the beliefs acquired through the process of cultural 
transmission.
3 The belief system has an adaptive function in helping individuals define and understand the world 
and themselves.
4 Knowledge and beliefs are inextricably intertwined, but the potent affective, evaluative, and episodic 
nature of beliefs makes them a filter through which new phenomena are interpreted.
5 Thought processes may well be precursors to and creators of belief, but the filtering effect of belief 
structures ultimately screens, redefines, distorts, or reshapes subsequent thinking and information 
processing.
6 Epistemological beliefs play a key role in knowledge interpretation and cognitive monitoring.
7 Beliefs are prioritized according to their connections or relationship to other beliefs or other cognitive 
and affective structures. Apparent inconsistencies may be explained by exploring the functional con-
nections and centrality of the beliefs.
8 Belief substructures, such as educational beliefs, must be understood in terms of their connections 
not only to each other but also to other, perhaps more central, beliefs in the system.
9 By their very nature and origin, some beliefs are more incontrovertible than others.
10 The earlier a belief is incorporated into the belief structure, the more difficult it is to alter. Newly 
acquired beliefs are most vulnerable to change.
11 Belief change during adulthood is a relatively rare phenomenon, the most common cause being 
a conversion from one authority to another or a gestalt shift. Individuals tend to hold on to beliefs 
based on incorrect or incomplete knowledge, even after scientifically correct explanations are present-
ed to them.
12 Beliefs are instrumental in defining tasks and selecting the cognitive tools with which to interpret, 
plan, and make decisions regarding such tasks; hence, they play a critical role in defining behaviour 
and organizing knowledge and information.
13 Beliefs strongly influence perception, but they can be an unreliable guide to the nature of reality.
14 Individuals’ beliefs strongly affect their behaviour.
15 Beliefs must be inferred, and this inference must take into account the congruence among individu-
als’ belief statements, the intentionality to behave in a predisposed manner, and the behaviour related 
to the belief in question.
16 Beliefs about teaching are well established by the time a student gets to college.
Table 1.1. Generalisations about teachers’ beliefs
Note. From Pajares (1992, pp. 324–326) (abridged).
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Cognitions on grammar teaching
In the previous section, teacher cognitions have been discussed in relation to generic 
educational processes. There are also, however, a number of studies that have exam-
ined the cognitions of language teachers relative to specific curricular subdomains. 
This section presents language teacher cognition studies related to grammar instruc-
tion. Following S. Borg’s (2003b, 2006) framework and review, the studies are divided 
into three groups: studies about (a) declarative knowledge of grammar, (b) teachers’ 
beliefs about grammar teaching, and (c) practices and cognitions in grammar teaching.
Andrews (1994, 1999) is an example of the first group, examining the grammati-
cal knowledge and language awareness of practising and future teachers. In his 1994 
study, Andrews surveyed 82 teacher trainers, asking them to rate the language aware-
ness and grammatical knowledge of their pre-service TEFL trainees (teaching English 
as a foreign language). They described over 50 per cent of their trainees as lacking 
in grammatical knowledge. A few years later (1999), he examined four groups of re-
spondents using a 60-item test on their explicit knowledge of grammar and gram-
matical terminology. The first group consisted of non-native-speaker (NNS) teachers 
of English, the second of NNS prospective teachers of English, the third of English 
native-speaker (NS) prospective teachers (with a background in English Studies), and 
the fourth of English NS prospective teachers of modern languages. He found that 
the non-native speakers outperformed the native speakers; the group of prospective 
teachers enrolled in English Studies programmes performed worst.
Considerably more studies have been conducted in the second group – teachers’ 
beliefs about grammar teaching (S. Borg, 2006). Within an ESL (English as a second 
language) context, Eisenstein Ebsworth and Schweers (1997), for instance, examined 
the views on conscious grammar instruction of 60 university teachers of English as a 
second language in the US and Puerto Rico. Eight of these were interviewed further to 
provide additional details. The Puerto Rican teachers were found to be more in favour 
of conscious instruction than the American group, a possible explanation for which 
was the more traditional approach to language teaching in Puerto Rico. Eisenstein 
Ebsworth and Schweers identified several factors influencing teachers’ beliefs, such 
as students’ needs and curricular requirements. The strongest influence, however, 
was exerted by the experience the respondents had as teachers and language learners 
themselves. Respondents hardly ever referred to research studies to account for and 
explain their teaching approach.
Schulz’ studies (1996, 2001) provide further insight into teachers’ beliefs about 
grammar instruction. In her 1996 study, she compared the attitudes to grammar 
teaching of 92 foreign language teachers and 824 language learners at a US university. 
She found ‘perturbing discrepancies’ (1996, p. 348) in teachers’ and students’ views, 
which differed in agreement between 5 and 47 percentage points. For instance, only 64 
per cent of teachers believed the formal study of grammar to be essential to learning 
a language, whereas 80 per cent of students agreed with this statement. In the 2001 
study, the results were even more pronounced. Schulz argued this mismatch could 
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have consequences for student motivation and the ‘pedagogical face validity’ (1996, 
p. 349) of grammar instruction, possibly resulting in the situation that ‘teaching and 
learning [are] at cross-purposes’ (p. 350). 
Burgess and Etherington (2002) examined the beliefs about grammar instruction 
of 48 teachers of English for academic purposes (EAP) in the United Kingdom. These 
teachers showed positive attitudes towards formal grammar instruction and conscious 
grammatical knowledge. They also felt that their students expected them to provide 
explicit grammar instruction in class. Additionally, they found that for the most part 
teachers preferred a FonF-like approach to teaching grammar, dealing with grammar 
points when the need arose.
Three main conclusions about grammar teaching cognitions can be drawn from 
these studies (S. Borg, 2006): (a) Formal instruction is still prevalent in grammar 
teaching. (b) Teachers’ beliefs about grammar teaching are influenced by their prior 
language learning experiences. Congruent with findings in mainstream educational 
research, these experiences seem to influence teacher cognitions more than research 
into grammar teaching. And (c) students’ and teachers’ views of grammar may diverge 
considerably. This may have a negative impact on the effectiveness of grammar in-
struction, although there’s no empirical evidence to support this conclusion yet.
The final group of studies is concerned with the relationship between cognitions 
and practice, many of which have employed a qualitative approach. S. Borg (1998a, 
1998b, 1999a, 1999b, 1999c, 2003a, 2005), for instance, having studied five EFL teachers 
in Malta, came to a number of noteworthy conclusions. For example, although teach-
ers do not feel that explicit grammar instruction contributes to language learning, 
they may still engage in it because they feel their students expect them to (1998b). 
Teachers may also employ approaches to grammar teaching that are theoretically seen 
as mutually exclusive, such as inductive and deductive teaching of grammar points 
(1999b). S. Borg also investigated instructional talk about language (1998a, 1999c) and 
found that when choosing grammatical terminology, teachers rely on a broad range 
of cognitions, for instance beliefs about the best way to learn grammar, the value of 
talk about language, students’ experience of, knowledge of, and attitudes to terminol-
ogy, students’ learning styles, and the teacher’s role in the L2 classroom. In his study 
on self-perception and practice in grammar teaching (2001), S. Borg examined the 
connection between teachers’ own grammar knowledge and their approach to for-
mal instruction. The data suggested that teachers’ self-perception of and confidence 
in their grammar knowledge shaped their instructional decisions. This self-percep-
tion in turn was found to be based on a teacher’s experiential knowledge (S. Borg, 
2005) and his or her educational biography, a finding supported by numerous other 
studies, such as Farrell (1999). S. Borg (2003a) also examined the rationales of the five 
Maltese EFL teachers for teaching grammar, finding that teachers ‘conducted formal 
instruction [of grammar] for a range of reasons; a belief that it promotes L2 acquisi-
tion was not necessarily predominant among these’ (p. 181). These rationales includ-
ed awareness-raising (e.g., to deepen students’ understanding of the rules underlying 
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language), diagnostic (e.g., to make students aware of what they have to work on) and 
psychological reasons (e.g., to fulfil student expectations), and classroom management 
(e.g., to provide opportunities for quiet time). In line with earlier findings (e.g., S. Borg, 
1998b), the data thus suggested that teachers do not only teach grammar for obvious 
reasons – to promote language acquisition – but also for a plethora of other reasons 
including students’ expectations and classroom management.
Impact of teacher education
In the field of general educational research, studies investigating the impact teach-
er education has on teacher cognitions have yielded contradictory findings (Wideen, 
Mayer-Smith, & Moon, 1998). Some researchers have concluded that teacher education 
is a weak intervention with respect to changing student teachers’ cognitions (see, for 
instance, Kagan, 1992b; Richardson, 1996, 2002); others argue that teacher education 
does affect cognitions (see, for instance, Adams & Krockover, 1997; Dunkin, Precians, & 
Nettle, 1994; Isikoglu, 2008; Sariscany & Pettigrew, 1997). Especially teacher education 
programmes that create opportunities for their students to connect practical experi-
ence to theoretical study seem promising in this respect (Brouwer & Korthagen, 2005). 
It should be noted, though, that it is important to make a distinction between behav-
ioural and cognitive change as a result of teacher education. If a course affects teacher 
behaviour, this does not necessarily imply cognitive change as well, and vice versa (see, 
for instance, Basturkmen, 2012; Gutierrez Almarza, 1996). 
The inconsistent results found in mainstream educational studies are echoed in 
language teacher cognition research, although most studies have found some impact 
of teacher education (S. Borg, 2006, 2011a). The magnitude and nature of the impact, 
however, varies across studies. Moreover, since a wide range of courses has been stud-
ied and numerous definitions of impact have been used, comparing studies is not 
without problems.
Various qualitative studies investigating the impact of language teacher education 
have found mostly limited evidence of cognitive change. Often student teachers’ cog-
nitions did not change in terms of content, but rather in structure and organisation 
(S. Borg, 2006). Sendan and Roberts (1998), for example, observed a clear change in how 
a trainee structured his beliefs; the content of his beliefs did not change. Similarly, 
Cabaroglu and Roberts (2000) found a clear development in 20 PGCE (Post-Graduate 
Certificate in Education) Modern Languages trainees’ beliefs systems, identifying sev-
eral categories of structural developmental processes. For instance, they uncovered 
evidence for awareness (of discrepancy, conflict, or coherence), re-labelling (renaming of 
a construct), re-ordering (prioritising constructs differently), and reversal (adopting the 
opposite of a previous belief ).
Unlike their qualitative counterparts, several quantitative researchers were less 
successful in identifying cognitive change as a result of teacher education. In Hong 
Kong, for instance, three questionnaire studies were conducted on a three-year TESL 
(teaching English as a second language) bachelor degree programme. Peacock (2001) 
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took stock of the beliefs of 146 trainees using the Beliefs about Language Learning 
Inventory (BALLI; Horwitz, 1985) on three occasions during their studies. Comparing 
the results, Peacock (2001) concluded that ‘[d]isturbingly, no significant changes were 
found’ (p. 177). Urmston (2003) found similar results at the same institution. Although 
a number of changes in students’ beliefs were identified, their vision on the most 
crucial aspects of teaching did not change considerably. Urmston ascribed this lack of 
change to the students’ prior beliefs. Lastly, Pennington and Urmston (1998) came to a 
similar conclusion in their study: 
[T]he views of these graduating TESL teachers were not greatly affected 
by their coursework but were rather largely a reflection of the teaching 
culture of the Hong Kong education context, where they gained practi-
cal experiences during the course, as reinforced by their many years as 
students. (p. 34) 
Quantitative studies, then, seem more likely to generate negative or limited results as 
compared to the more qualitatively oriented studies, which in general do find (limited) 
evidence for change in beliefs (although there are exceptions; see, for instance, Busch, 
2010; Mattheoudakis, 2007). S. Borg (2006) attributed this difference not only to the 
methodology itself, but also to other variables such as the disparity among examined 
contexts. 
1.2.5 Conceptual framework
Since the 1960s and 1970s, numerous aspects of teacher cognition have been stud-
ied, leading to a greater insight into the origins of these cognitions and the interac-
tion of teacher cognitions with practice and contextual factors inside and outside the 
classroom. The elements and processes involved in language teacher cognitions are 
summarised in Figure 1.1. In this framework – proposed by S. Borg (2006) – language 
teacher cognitions are seen as a product of personal (educational) history and expe-
rience. Cognitions directly influence classroom practice, although this is not always 
a linear relationship – as a result of contextual factors mediating between cognition 
and practice. 
This model served as a conceptual framework informing the present study. In the 
investigation of the research participants’ cognitions on form-focused instruction, the 
central elements schooling, professional coursework, classroom practice, and contextual fac-
tors were addressed in all phases of the research process – from design to analysis.
1.3 Method
The objective of the study presented in this doctoral dissertation was to gain insight 
into the cognitions on form-focused instruction of Dutch pre-service and in-service 
English as a foreign language student teachers who were enrolled in undergraduate 
and post-graduate TEFL programmes at universities of applied science – the only 
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three- and four-year teacher education programmes in the Netherlands. More spe-
cifically, this study sought to explore the cognitions that these student teachers had 
during different stages in their educational and professional lives, what the origins of 
these cognitions were, and how and to what extent these cognitions could be influ-
enced by teacher education. Additionally, the relationship between learner level and 
grammatical difficulty on the one hand and student teacher cognitions on the other 
was examined in more detail.
The following four main research questions guided the development of the study:
(1) Which cognitions on form-focused instruction do undergraduate and post-graduate EFL 
student teachers have in successive year groups?
(2) How do undergraduate and post-graduate EFL student teachers articulate their cognitions 
on FFI, and what is the rationale underlying these cognitions?
Schooling
Context
Clasroom practice
Teacher education
LANGUAGE
TEACHER
COGNITIONS
Personal history
and classroom experiences
defining educational
preconceptions
Impact may be
limited if pre-existing
cognitions are not
acknowledged
Beliefs, knowledge,
theories, assumptions,
thinking,
decision-making
Context mediates
cognitions and practice
Result of interactions of
cognitions and context
About teaching, teachers,
learning, subject matter,
curricula, materials, self,
testing, context
Figure 1.1. Elements and processes in language teacher cognitions. Adapted from S. Borg (2006, 
p. 281)
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(3) What role do learner level and grammatical difficulty play in student teachers’ cognitions on 
FFI?
(4) How does teacher education attempt to contribute to the development of student teacher 
cognitions on grammar teaching, and to what extent and why is it (not) effective? 
In this study, teacher cognitions were defined as an entwined combination of the 
beliefs, theories, knowledge, attitudes, and assumptions that teachers hold (S. Borg, 
1999a), including an affective dimension (S. Borg, 2012). Learner level was operation-
alised as educational level as found in the Dutch secondary education system, which 
separates learners according to their overall abilities and assigns them to one of three 
tracks: pre-vocational (so-called VMBO), general secondary (HAVO), and pre-university 
(VWO). In order to operationalise grammatical difficulty – a notoriously complex and 
poorly defined concept in applied linguistics (Pallotti, 2015) – from a student teacher 
perspective a separate study was conducted (see below). 
To answer the research questions a mixed-methods approach was chosen, heeding 
Kubanyiova’s (2012) warning that:
as a field, we also need to reflect on whether single methods, whatever 
they may be, are capable of providing insights into the intricate net-
works of teachers’ cognitions, many of which are not readily accessible 
to the teachers at a conscious level and yet influence profoundly what 
they do in the classroom. (p. 18)
Mixed methods can be defined as ‘research in which the investigator collects and 
analyses data, integrates the findings, and draws inferences using both qualitative 
and quantitative approaches or methods in a single study or a program of inquiry’ 
(Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007). Mixed methods are particularly suited to projects that 
(a) span several years and comprise multiple phases, and (b) in which there is a need to 
explore or explain initial findings further by conducting additional research in order 
to gain a more detailed understanding of a research problem (Creswell & Plano Clark, 
2011) – both of which were the case in the present study. Moreover, a mixed-methods 
approach is able to offset weaknesses of both quantitative and qualitative research. 
Quantitative methods investigate the relationship among variables by collecting nu-
merical data, whereas qualitative studies emphasise individual experiences analysing 
narrative and text data. A mixed-method approach can bring these two methodological 
strands together, integrating them in a way ‘that has complementary strengths and 
nonoverlapping weaknesses’ (R. Johnson & Turner, 2003, p. 299), so as to minimise po-
tential alternative explanations of findings while simultaneously explaining divergent 
aspects of the phenomenon under investigation (Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2016). 
A problem associated with mixed-methods research is the integration of under-
lying philosophical positions and research paradigms, which can be characterised in 
terms of what is considered the nature of reality (ontology), the nature of knowledge 
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(epistemology), and the process of research (methodology). Quantitative research is 
usually associated with a (post-)positivist worldview, which stresses objectivity and 
cause-and-effect thinking (determinism), describes complex phenomena by focusing 
on constituent parts (reductionism), and relies on empirical observations and meas-
ures (Slife & Williams, 1995). Qualitative research, on the other hand, is traditional-
ly grounded in a constructivist position, which underlines the subjective nature of 
reality, the perspective of the insider, and a broad understanding of the object un-
der investigation (Creswell, 2009). There has been considerable debate about whether 
these philosophical worldviews and their concomitant methodologies are mutually 
exclusive – sometimes referred to as the paradigm wars (Gage, 1989) – leading some 
researchers to the conclusion that one cannot mix methods that are based on incom-
patible worldviews (e.g., Sale, Lohfeld, & Brazil, 2002). 
Nevertheless, currently it is more common to take a less adversarial stance, as many 
scholars have engaged in a more productive debate to identify worldviews that provide 
a foundation for mixed-method approaches (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). One such 
worldview is pragmatism, a philosophy associated with historical figures such as Wil-
liam James, John Dewey, and Charles Saunders Peirce, based on the idea that ‘beliefs 
are guides to actions and should be judged against the outcomes rather than abstract 
principles’ (Ormerod, 2006, p. 892). Pragmatism was formally linked to mixed methods 
by Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003), who argued that the dichotomy between post-pos-
itivism and constructivism should be abandoned in favour of a more practical focus 
on doing ‘what works’ (p. 713) in light of the research problem being investigated, also 
if this means that qualitative and quantitative methods are to be combined. Recently, 
this view has also gained more traction in the field of applied linguistics and language 
teaching research (Mehdi Riazi, 2016; Mehdi Riazi & Candlin, 2014). The present study 
contributes to this trend by employing a mixed-methods approach, grounded in an 
a-paradigmatic pragmatist stance. 
The specific mixed-method research model utilised in this study was the explan-
atory sequential design, in which ‘the researcher begins by conducting a quantitative 
phase and follows up on specific results with a second phase … The second, qualitative 
phase is implemented for the purpose of explaining the initial results in more depth’ 
Quantitative
data collection
and analysis
Qualitative
data collection
and analysis
Followed up by Interpretation
Figure 1.2. The explanatory sequential mixed-methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; 
Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2016)
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(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011, p. 82) (see Figure 1.2). The integration of both strands 
generally occurs at two points: (a) upon completion of the quantitative strand, which 
informs the design of the qualitative strand, and (b) at the end of the project, when 
the results of both phases are mixed to come to a deep understanding of the research 
problem (Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2016). 
The study presented here deviated slightly from the prototypical explanatory se-
quential design in that each of the two phases – one quantitative and one qualitative 
– comprised two studies. The goal of the quantitative phase was to describe and inven-
tory the pedagogical grammar cognitions student teachers had in different stages of 
their professional education and to explore how exactly they interpreted grammatical 
difficulty. The qualitative phase was aimed at gaining a better understanding of these 
cognitions, explaining the rationales underlying them, and at elucidating the role of 
teacher education in the development of these cognitions. Figure 1.3 presents a sche-
matic diagram of the implemented research design and thesis organisation. 
All data pertaining to this research project have been encrypted and stored on 
secure servers hosted by HAN University of Applied Sciences. The data are available 
upon request by contacting the principal researcher.
study 1
Grammatical diﬃculty
Survey
Chapter 2
study 2
Grammar cognitions
Survey
Chapter 3
phase i
Quantitative: description
study 3
Grammar cognitions
Focus groups
Chapter 4
study 4
Teacher education
Case study
Chapter 5
phase ii
Qualitative: explanation
in
teg
ratio
n
C
hapter 6
Figure 1.3. Study design and thesis organisation
36
Chapter 1
Study 1 (Chapter 2)
The overall goal of the research project was to come to a deeper understanding of how 
student teachers conceptualise grammar teaching, and to which extent learner level 
and grammatical difficulty function as mediating variables. However, since grammat-
ical difficulty itself is a multifaceted and hard-to-define concept (Pallotti, 2015), it was 
decided to first explore the concept in terms of teacher cognitions. Numerous research-
ers have tried to define grammatical difficulty in second language acquisition – often 
as part of an attempt to relate the efficacy of different types of instruction to the degree 
of difficulty of grammatical structures. The resulting proliferation of definitions and 
the lack of a unifying framework have made the easy–difficult distinction a muddled 
concept. The first study attempted to clear up some of the confusion by reviewing the 
definitions the SLA literature offers and relating these to student teachers’ cognitions 
on grammatical difficulty, a perspective largely ignored in SLA publications despite its 
potential for a more integrative and holistic view on the topic. To this end, a total of 727 
undergraduate and post-graduate student teachers of English were surveyed.
Study 2 (Chapter 3)
The objective of the second study was to gain insight into the cognitions on grammar 
teaching of EFL student teachers enrolled in undergraduate and post-graduate teacher 
education programmes at Dutch universities of applied sciences. To this end a ques-
tionnaire was developed and validated based on four well-known construct pairs from 
the SLA literature: meaning- versus form-focused instruction, FonF versus FonFs, im-
plicit versus explicit instruction, and inductive versus deductive instruction. Learner 
level and grammatical difficulty were investigated as possible mediating variables. The 
questionnaire was administered to 832 respondents.
Study 3 (Chapter 4)
Taking a qualitative, interpretative approach, the third study investigated the specific 
cognitions that 74 Dutch undergraduate and post-graduate student teachers of Eng-
lish as a foreign language had on grammar instruction and how these interfaced with 
cognitions on learner level and grammatical difficulty. Ten focus-group interviews 
were held in which the necessity of grammar instruction, its role in the foreign lan-
guage curriculum, and different approaches to grammar teaching were examined in 
connection to how student teachers perceive their learners and how they conceptual-
ise grammatical difficulty. 
Study 4 (Chapter 5)
The fourth and final study explored the role teacher education played in influencing 
student teachers’ pedagogical grammar cognitions on the premise that investigating 
the impact of teacher education (or lack thereof ) is more fruitful when considering 
it the result of complex interactions between various teacher education influences 
(and prior cognitions) rather than the outcome of individual courses. An instrumental 
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case study was conducted to examine how a TEFL bachelor degree programme in the 
Netherlands attempted to impact student teacher cognitions on grammar instruction. 
For this purpose, 30 hours of teaching were observed, various groups of stakeholders 
were interviewed (16 student teachers, 10 teacher educators, and 6 school placement 
mentors), and multiple data sources were triangulated.
1.4 Organisation
Since this dissertation project was conceived as four studies to be conducted sequen-
tially in time, it was decided to write up each separate study as a stand-alone article, 
each of which was subsequently submitted for publication in an international peer-re-
viewed journal – a method sometimes referred to as a thesis by publications, an article 
dissertation, or a compilation thesis. Thus, Chapters 2 to 5 consist of the long-form 
articles of which these publications were abridged versions. Consequently, parts of 
this doctoral thesis have already appeared in print:
• Chapter 2 was published in abbreviated form in Language Awareness as Graus and 
Coppen (2015);
• Chapter 3 was published in abbreviated form in Language Teaching Research as Graus 
and Coppen (2016);
• Chapter 4 was published in abbreviated form in The Modern Language Journal as 
Graus and Coppen (2017);
• Chapter 5 has been accepted for publication in abbreviated form in The Modern Lan-
guage Journal as Graus and Coppen (in press).
All articles were written by the first author under the supervision of the second author.
Readers who are only interested in a specific topic will find that Chapters 2 to 5 
may be consulted and understood as independent texts without having to peruse the 
rest of this thesis. Those who wish to read this thesis from cover to cover are advised, 
however, that as a result of the thesis-by-publications format they will encounter lim-
ited substantive overlap in the introductory and background sections of said chapters.
Chapter 6, finally, integrates the findings of all four studies and makes recommen-
dations for further research. Moreover, the final chapter discusses the implications of 
the research results. These implications were not an immediate part of the empirical 
studies themselves, which revolved around a substantive inventory and explanation of 
pedagogical grammar cognitions and the role of teacher education, but the findings 
do give rise to a discussion of significant repercussions for improving current practice. 
notes
(1) The word second in second language acquisition is used here to refer to any other language than the first. 
In keeping with general convention (see R. Ellis, 2008, pp. 5–6), second language acquisition (SLA) and 
second language (L2) are therefore used in this study as superordinate terms that refer to second as well 
as foreign languages.
(2) More recently, researchers have begun to empirically differentiate between implicit knowledge and 
highly automatised explicit knowledge (see, for instance, Suzuki, 2017; Suzuki & DeKeyser, 2017), al-
though both concepts are still often considered to be at least functionally equivalent (DeKeyser, 2003).
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An abridged version of this chapter 
was published as:
Graus, J., & Coppen, P.-A. (2015). Defining 
grammatical difficulty: A student teacher per-
spective. Language Awareness, 24(2), 101–122.
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2.1 Introduction
In second language acquisition (SLA) research, there is a long tradition examining the 
effect and effectiveness of second language (L2)1 instruction (for an overview, see de 
Graaff & Housen, 2009). Particularly, form-focused instruction – a type of instruction 
that focuses learners’ attention on linguistic form – has been the object of investiga-
tion (see, for example, Goo et al., 2015; Norris & Ortega, 2000), and one of the questions 
central to this line of inquiry is whether the effectiveness of instruction is related to 
the degree of difficulty of the target structure to be taught. Some researchers claim 
that only simple structures are amenable to instruction (e.g., DeKeyser, 1995; Krash-
en, 1981, 1982; Reber, 1989; Robinson, 1996a, 1996b), while others (tentatively) suggest 
that instruction is most effective for difficult structures (e.g., de Graaff, 1997b; Housen, 
Pierrard, & van Daele, 2005). 
One of the problems of studies investigating instructional effectiveness in relation 
to the degree of difficulty of linguistic forms is the definition of difficulty2. In a me-
ta-analysis of 41 studies, Spada and Tomita (2010) found no clear evidence of interac-
tion between type of instruction and the degree of complexity of a linguistic feature, 
but they readily admitted that results might have been different had they used another 
set of criteria to distinguish between simple and complex structures:
In fact, an examination of whether and how the investigators of the pri-
mary studies included in this meta-analysis described complex/simple 
or difficult/easy features revealed at least eight different categories. This 
included developmental stage, L1/L2 differences, form–meaning rela-
tionships, learnability, teachers’ perceptions of learner difficulty, the 
lexical preference principle, structure complexity, and typological mark-
edness. (p. 289)
The proliferation of definitions of difficulty as well as the limited scope of some of 
these definitions seem to be obstacles in studying the differential effects of type of in-
struction (Bulté & Housen, 2012; Housen & Simoens, 2016; Ortega, 2003, 2012; Pallotti, 
2015). A possible contribution to the solution of this problem would be to search for a 
broader and more integrative perspective to the notion of difficulty. In this article, we 
turn to the language (student) teacher’s perspective, which in traditional SLA literature 
is often ignored or only marginally represented, to investigate how teacher cognitions 
can shed more light on the matter. In the majority of instructed settings, teachers are 
often the link between the subject matter and the learner. Their cognitions – what 
teachers know, think, and believe (S. Borg, 2006) – are the result of myriad factors, 
for instance, teacher education and their experience as (L2) learners and as teachers 
(S. Phipps & Borg, 2007). These factors make the EFL (English as a foreign language) 
teacher’s perspective a well-suited candidate for empirically examining the easy–dif-
ficult distinction, particularly the perspective of those teachers who have first had to 
learn – or are still in the process of learning – the language they teach themselves, as 
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was the case in the present study, which focused specifically on the cognitions of both 
beginning (pre-service) student teachers (undergraduates) and more advanced (in-ser-
vice) student teachers (post-graduates), the latter of whom already had an undergrad-
uate degree in EFL teaching and had some experience. The objective of this study 
then was to examine student teachers’ cognitions about what constitutes grammatical 
difficulty, and relate these cognitions to the notions of difficulty as discussed in the 
SLA literature. We chose to operationalise form-focused instruction (FFI) as grammar 
instruction because this is an aspect of EFL teaching and FFI that student teachers are 
fairly familiar with, and the grammar syllabus in lower secondary school in the Neth-
erlands – the context of our study – is a well-defined one. The following main research 
question and sub-questions guided our study:
How can grammatical difficulty be defined taking into consideration relevant literature as well 
as the student teacher’s perspective?
(1) Which coherent definitions of grammatical difficulty does the SLA literature offer?
(2) To what extent do these definitions change if student teacher cognitions on grammatical 
difficulty are explored?
(a) Which grammatical features of English do EFL student teachers perceive as relatively 
difficult and which as relatively simple?
(b) Which reasons do they cite for this distinction?
Finally, in view of the larger research project this study was part of, we also investigat-
ed the question to what extent undergraduate and post-graduate students differed in 
their cognitions of grammatical difficulty.
2.2 Method
In order to answer the research questions, we conducted a literature review and we 
undertook two empirical studies: a pilot study and a main study. The structure of the 
entire study is summarised in Figure 2.1.
2.2.1 Literature review
To select literature for the review, we focused on SLA literature that either discussed 
grammatical difficulty as such or investigated the relationship between type of instruc-
tion and grammatical feature. As a starting point, three recent sources were examined 
for specific references to grammatical difficulty as a factor influencing SLA: (a) Spada 
and Tomita’s (2010) meta-analysis investigating the differential effect of instruction 
on simple and complex grammar features in English; (b) Shiu’s (2011) doctoral dis-
sertation on EFL learners’ perception of grammatical difficulty; and (c) de Graaff and 
Housen’s (2009) review article on the effects and effectiveness of instruction. Subse-
quently, the snowballing method was used to identify further relevant sources. Finally, 
we searched two databases – ERIC and Web of Science – using various combinations 
of the following search terms: grammar, grammatical difficulty, grammatical complexity, 
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Figure 2.1. Method
second language acquisition. The results from 2000 to 2012 were screened (both titles and 
abstracts) to identify additional sources.
2.2.2 Participants 
The participants in the two empirical studies were selected from two groups: under-
graduate and post-graduate student teachers of English matriculated at seven different 
Dutch universities of applied sciences. The undergraduate students were all enrolled 
in four-year full-time programmes that lead to a bachelor’s degree in EFL education 
and a so-called Grade II certification, allowing graduates to teach English in lower 
secondary school. The bachelor degree programmes are pre-service teacher education 
courses in which subject knowledge, subject methodology, pedagogy, and teaching 
practice are combined.
The post-graduate students were enrolled in three-year work–study TEFL (teaching 
English as a foreign language) programmes, upon completion of which graduates are 
awarded a master’s degree in education and a Grade I certification, which is required 
to teach upper secondary school in the Netherlands. Unlike the bachelor programmes, 
the master’s degree courses are in-service tracks for teachers who already have a Grade 
II certification in TEFL and who in most cases already have considerable experience.
In the pilot study, 124 undergraduate students and 33 post-graduate students filled 
in a digital questionnaire. The post-graduates had an average of 12.79 years (range: 
2–40 years) of experience as English teachers. The questionnaire used in the follow-up 
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study – again administered in digital form – was completed by 485 undergraduates and 
85 post-graduates, the latter of whom had on average 10.66 years of experience (range: 
1–35 years). Further details about the participants can be found in Table 2.1.
2.2.3 Pilot study
To provide input for the main study and to come to a better understanding of what 
factors make English grammar difficult from the perspective of student teachers, we 
surveyed 157 undergraduate and post-graduate students. They were asked to cite as 
many reasons as possible why English grammar in the context of TEFL in lower sec-
ondary school can be difficult. The choice of focusing on lower secondary school was a 
deliberate one, since the undergraduate students were being trained to become teach-
ers of English in lower secondary and the post-graduate students had at least two years 
of experience in that sector. Additionally, in Dutch lower secondary school most if not 
all basic elements of English grammar are taught.
The responses were analysed qualitatively through a process of open and axial 
coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Additionally, we performed several quantitative tests. 
First, we calculated the frequency of the various response categories, which resulted 
in ranked lists. Next, to find out whether undergraduate and post-graduate students 
differed significantly in how frequently response categories occurred, we divided the 
participants into three sub-groups – year 1 and 2 undergraduates, year 3 and 4 under-
graduates, and post-graduates – and performed a Kruskal-Wallis one-way analysis of 
variance (ANOVA) (and step-down follow-up analyses where appropriate). Finally, the 
Jonckheere-Terpstra test was used to check for significant trends in the data. 
2.2.4 Main study 
For the main study, we devised a questionnaire to determine how the participants 
estimated the difficulty of a number of grammar points and which factors contributed 
to the perceived level of difficulty. To select appropriate grammatical structures, we 
analysed the grammar points dealt with in the three best-selling coursebook series 
for English in Dutch lower secondary school (personal communication, E. de Wijs, 
Pilot study Main study
n Experiencea n Ageb Experiencea
Undergraduate students Years 1–2 75 305 21.57
Years 3–4 49 180 26.73
Post-graduate students 33 12.79 85 38.98 10.66
Total N 157 570
Table 2.1. Descriptive statistics of participants
a Mean number of years of experience. b Mean age in years.
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Tense & aspect Word order Determiners & quantifiers
Present simple
Present continuous
Past simple
Past continuous
Present perfecta
Present perfect continuousa
Past perfecta
Future: will/shall
Future: to be going to
Future: present simple
Future: present continuous
Future continuous
Transformations
Negations (do support)
Questions (do support)a
Negations (auxiliaries)
Questions (auxiliaries)a
Basic word order
Adverbials of place and/or time
Adverbs of frequencya
Demonstrative determiners
Interrogative determiners
Possessive determiners
ø article + school/church etc.ab
Indefinite article + profession
Ordinal numerals
Quantifying phrases
Some/any
Little/fewa
Many/much
Genitivea
Table 2.2. Grammar points included in the main study
Note. The above grammar points were included in the first part of the main study. 
Only the points marked with an a also featured in the second part. b For instance, in ø school, to ø church, in ø prison.
April 24, 2013) – a total of 21 textbooks. Subsequently, three topics were chosen (tense 
& aspect, word order, determiners & quantifiers) based on the following criteria: (a) 
the topics comprise at least six individual grammar points; (b) they are taught at all 
three main levels of Dutch secondary education; and (c) they are taught in each of the 
three years of lower secondary school. Table 2.2 presents an overview of the selected 
grammar points (31 in total).
In the first part of the questionnaire, respondents were asked to judge the dif-
ficulty of the 31 grammar points that we selected – in relation to learner level. This 
level was specified using two dimensions: (a) level of education and (b) form (year 1, 
2, or 3). Dutch secondary education consists of three main levels: VMBO or pre-voca-
tional secondary education, HAVO or senior general secondary education, and VWO 
or pre-university education. So for each grammar point, respondents had to decide 
whether they would teach it in VMBO, HAVO, and/or VWO, and in which year. For 
instance, the following score:
future continuous     VMBO: 4  |  HAVO: 3  |  VWO: 2
would mean that a respondent would teach the future continuous (for the first time) 
in the second year of VWO and in the third year of HAVO; a score of 4 means that the 
respondent would not teach the structure in question in the first three years of that 
type of education (in the case of the example, he or she would not teach the future 
continuous in the first three years of VMBO).
For the purpose of facilitating comparison, the respondents’ answers were treat-
ed as scores, which were averaged and subsequently ranked in order to determine 
when student teachers would teach each item (for the first time) and at which lev-
el. A Kruskal-Wallis one-way ANOVA (and in case of a significant result a step-down 
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follow-up analysis) was performed to check for significant differences between sub-
groups (the same as were used in the pilot study) per grammatical item. Finally, a 
Spearman’s rank-order correlation matrix was calculated to determine the degree of 
similarity between the rankings of the sub-groups.
The second part of the questionnaire focused on the perceived causes of grammat-
ical difficulty. Based on an additional, small-scale pilot of 13 experienced teachers of 
English (mean number of years of experience: 10.38; range: 5–34 years), who were asked 
to rate the difficulty of the 31 grammar points that featured in the first part of the 
questionnaire, we chose nine grammar points (three per topic) that were perceived as 
difficult (see the structures marked with an a in Table 2.2). For each of these grammar 
points, the respondents in the main study were asked to indicate to what extent they 
considered the following factors to contribute to the difficulty of the grammar feature 
in question: (a) complexity of form; (b) complexity of use; (c) complexity of pedagogical 
rule; (d) influence of L1 (first language); and (e) frequency of input. We selected these 
five factors from the literature review and the results of the pilot study, employing the 
additional criterion that factors should have a possible differential effect on individ-
ual grammar points rather than influence grammar learning in general. For instance, 
aptitude is more likely to affect a learner’s ability to learn grammar across the board, 
whereas the influence of complexity of use is likely to be contingent on the grammar 
point in question.
A five-point Likert scale was used to measure agreement with statements express-
ing the five factors mentioned above. In order to facilitate comparison, average scores 
were calculated for each factor, and a Friedman’s ANOVA was used to search for signif-
icant differences within each grammatical structure. Whenever such a difference oc-
curred, a step-down follow-up analysis was performed to create homogenous sub-sets. 
2.3 Results
2.3.1 Literature review
Many researchers and teachers assume there is a relationship between the relative 
effectiveness of type of instruction and the degree of complexity of the target feature 
(de Graaff & Housen, 2009). The problem, however, is how to define complexity: what 
are the factors that make a structure difficult or easy to learn/acquire? Here we present 
the findings of our literature review, which yielded three broad categories. First, we 
look at complexity from the point of view of the grammar structure itself: its form, 
use, meaning, and salience. Next, we consider complexity in terms of the pedagogical 
rules needed to express the linguistic feature in question. Lastly, we focus on problem-
aticity; that is, whether or not learning a grammar point constitutes a problem from a 
learner’s perspective (R. Ellis, 2008). 
Grammatical feature difficulty
Salience   Grammatical complexity can be seen as a function of salience. In the 
narrow sense, salience is equated with the frequency with which a feature arises in 
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the input a learner receives. Bardovi-Harlig (1987), for instance, discussed salience as 
the degree to which data is available to learners. The argument goes that the more 
frequent a feature is, the less difficult it is to acquire. She illustrated this point by com-
paring the acquisition of wh-questions with pied-piping and preposition stranding. 
Because pied-piping in questions – a typologically unmarked feature – is relatively 
rare in colloquial English (To whom did Mary give the book?), it is acquired later than 
its marked counterpart preposition stranding (Who did Mary give the book to?). Later 
research, too, has argued that frequency is a major contributor to salience (Collins, 
Trofimovich, White, Cardoso, & Horst, 2009; DeKeyser, 2005; Goldschneider & DeKey-
ser, 2005; Skehan, 1998a), the assumption being that the degree to which learners infer 
regularities from input is dependent on frequency (N. Ellis, 2002, 2003). 
Salience can, however, also have a broader meaning. It can be viewed as ‘the prop-
erty of a structure that is perceptually distinct from its environment’ (Ravid, 1995, p. 
117). Salience in this sense is related to the notions of attention and noticing (Leow, 
2015; Long, 2007; Lyster, 2007a; Schmidt, 1990, 1994a, 2001; Swain, 2005). It is presumed 
that for processing and subsequent acquisition to take place, learners have to notice a 
feature and pay attention to it. Structures that are perceptually salient would facilitate 
such attentional allocation.
An even broader conceptualisation of salience can be found in Goldschneider and 
DeKeyser’s (2005) meta-analysis, in which they attempted to explain the natural order 
often found in English L2 morpheme acquisition. They examined production data 
from 12 studies, investigating whether a combination of five predictors could account 
for the order of acquisition of six grammatical functors (progressive -ing, plural -s, 
possessive -s, articles, third person singular -s, and regular past -ed). The five predic-
tors they discussed were:
(1) perceptual salience, which they operationalised as comprising three factors: the num-
ber of phones in a functor (phonetic substance), the presence/absence of a vowel in 
the surface form (syllabicity), and the total relative sonority of a functor;
(2) semantic complexity, referring to the number of meanings expressed by a functor;
(3) morpho-phonological regularity, that is, the degree to which functors are affected by 
their phonological context (e.g., allomorphy, contractibility, redundancy); they also 
included the number of phonological alternations a functor has and homophony 
with other grammatical functors;
(4) syntactic category, choosing Functional Category Theory as a framework, Goldsch-
neider and DeKeyser divided grammatical functors into syntactic categories (lexi-
cal or functional) making a distinction between bound and free morphemes;
(5) frequency.
They found that these five predictors explained a significant portion of the variance in 
accuracy scores (R = .84, R2 = .71, p < .001). Concluding that the five predictors did not 
measure completely different underlying constructs, they argued that they ‘all con-
stitute aspects of salience in a broad sense of the word’ (p. 60). In their view, morpho- 
phonological regularity concerns salience of the form–meaning relationship, which can 
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be obscured by semantic complexity. Syntactic category can also influence salience, since 
lexical morphemes are more salient than functional ones, and so are free morphemes 
as opposed to bound ones. Finally, the contribution of perceptual salience and frequency 
to overall salience speaks for itself. Goldschneider and DeKeyser therefore concluded 
that it is possible that ‘just one variable, salience, is the ultimate predictor of acquisi-
tion’ (p. 61).
Nevertheless, defining complexity in terms of salience is not without problems. 
Saying that a feature is complex because it lacks salience can be considered a circular 
argument (VanPatten, 2007). Moreover, we still do not know what it is precisely that 
makes a form more or less salient and what the role of a learner’s L1 is in determining 
salience (Shiu, 2011). 
Form, function, and meaning   Grammatical complexity can also be related to the 
form, function, and meaning of a grammar feature (or a combination thereof ). Refer-
ring to linguistic form, Hulstijn and de Graaff (1994), for instance, defined complexity 
as contingent on ‘the number (and/or type) of criteria to be applied in order to arrive 
at the correct form’ (p. 103). They illustrated their definition by comparing two hypo-
thetical languages, language X and Y. In language X the plural is formed by adding the 
-s morpheme to singular nouns ending on a vowel, and -os to singular nouns ending 
on a consonant. Language Y uses the same morphemes, but the -s is not only added 
to nouns ending in a vowel but also to nouns that end on a consonant and contain 
a front vowel in the penultimate syllable. The -os morpheme is reserved for nouns 
ending on a consonant and containing a back vowel in the penultimate syllable. In 
terms of grammatical complexity, language Y clearly necessitates more steps to arrive 
at the correct plural than language X, as a result of which Hulstijn and de Graaff would 
consider language Y to have a more complex grammatical structure for pluralisation.
In a meta-analysis of 41 studies investigating the differential effects of explicit and 
implicit instruction on the acquisition of complex and simple English grammar fea-
tures, Spada and Tomita (2010) operationalised Hulstijn and de Graaff ’s (1994) criteria 
for determining complexity. Structures requiring two transformations or more were 
considered to be complex. To illustrate the point, they compared wh-questions of an 
object of preposition (Who did you talk to? / To whom did you talk?) to the regular past 
tense (walked). The regular past tense only requires one transformation (verb + -ed), and 
can therefore be said to be formally simple. Wh-questions of an object of preposition, 
on the other hand, require no less than seven transformations to go from You talked 
to … to Who did you talk to? or To whom did you talk? (wh-replacement, wh-fronting, 
do support, subject–auxiliary inversion, affix attachment, morphological rules, and 
fronting/leaving behind). Based on these criteria they characterised as simple features 
in English: tense, articles, plurals, prepositions, subject–verb inversion, possessive de-
terminers, and participial adjectives.
Researchers have also made a distinction between functional and formal complexity. 
DeKeyser (1998) defined a functionally complex structure as requiring complicated 
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mental processing operations, whereas formal complexity refers to the relationship 
between function and form. Operationalising these notions in practical terms, how-
ever, is problematic. A case in point is the third person singular -s in English, which 
Krashen (1982) classified as functionally and formally simple, whereas R. Ellis (1990) 
argued it was formally complex because of the long-distance relationship with the 
grammatical number of the subject. Both R. Ellis and Krashen considered the third 
person singular -s functionally easy, but it can also be argued that it is functionally 
complex since a one-letter morpheme has to express simultaneously the notions of 
present tense, singular, and third person (DeKeyser, 1998). 
In a later article, DeKeyser (2005) identified three factors that determine grammat-
ical complexity: complexity of form, complexity of meaning, and complexity of the 
form–meaning relationship. He defined complexity of form as ‘the number of choices 
involved in picking all the right morphemes and allomorphs … and putting them in 
the right place (pp. 5–6). Complexity of meaning may be a source of difficulty because 
of what DeKeyser called novelty or abstractness (or both). Articles, classifiers, gram-
matical gender, and verbal aspect are all examples of structures that may be difficult to 
acquire for L2 learners, especially if their L1 does not have equivalents or uses different 
systems (see, for instance, Jarvis, 2002; Monstrul & Slabakova, 2003; Taraban, 2004), 
even in an instructional context (see, for instance, Ayoun, 2004; Butler, 2002; Leeman, 
2003). Lastly, when the relationship between forms and meaning is not transparent, 
difficulty can arise in form–meaning mapping. DeKeyser (2005) discussed three fac-
tors that can influence such lack of transparency: (a) redundancy, (b) optionality, and 
(c) opacity. Redundancy refers to linguistic forms that are semantically non-essential 
because of other elements in the sentence, for instance, the third person singular -s, 
which is redundant because of the subject. When linguistic forms are optional, such 
as null subjects in Spanish, the link between form and meaning becomes opaque – use 
of the optional element can seem random to L2 learners, which can lead to confusion 
and uncertainty. Finally, opacity refers to a particularly low correlation between form 
and meaning: ‘[w]hen a morpheme has different allomorphs, and at the same time 
is homophonous with other grammatical morphemes, then the correlation between 
form and meaning becomes hard to detect’ (p. 8). According to DeKeyser, the -s in 
English is a good example of this type of complexity. It can represent the third person 
singular of a verb, the plural of a noun, or the genitive of a noun. In all three cases the 
-s has three allomorphs: [s], [z], and [iz], further compounding the problem.
Pedagogical rule difficulty
In a discussion about grammar rules, it is helpful to distinguish between the different 
senses of the word rule. According to Dietz (2002), rules can refer to psychological en-
tities, structures that indicate surface regularity, regularities that are inherent in lan-
guage (use), or concrete formulations of such regularities. In this section, we focus on 
the second and the last sense, since these concern rules used by teachers, L2 textbooks, 
and learners in an instructed setting. 
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Quantitative aspects   Housen et al. (2005) defined pedagogical rule complexity as 
related to ‘the degree of elaboration with which the rule is formulated; that is, as the 
number of steps the learner has to follow to arrive at the production of the intended 
linguistic structure, and the number of options and alternatives available at each step’ 
(p. 241). Some linguistic structures require a more elaborate rule than others, but one 
and the same structure can also be described using a simple or a more complex rule. 
Housen et al. illustrated this point by contrasting a simple and a complex rule for the 
formation of the French present conditional:
simple rule:
1. take the stem of the future [sic] simple form of the verb;
2. add the endings of the imparfait in the corresponding person and 
number (-ais, -ais, -ait, -ions, -iez, -aient).
complex rule:
1. determine the verb class to which the verb belongs;
2. if the verb belongs to the -er/-ir class, then select the infinitive être 
and the endings of the imparfait (-ais, -ais, -ait, -ions, -iez, -aient);
3. if the verb belongs to the -re class: select the infinitive + the endings 
of the imparfait;
4. if the verb belongs to neither of the categories above, select the stem 
of the futur simple and add the endings of the imparfait. (p. 241)
Dietz (2002) proposed a framework for determining rule complexity that is similar 
to the one of Housen et al. (2005). According to Dietz (2002), three factors govern rule 
complexity: (a) the number of criteria a rule consists of; (b) the number of sub-rules a 
domain requires; and (c) the number of conditions in the conditional part of a rule. 
For instance, the German Perfekt has two sub-rules, depending on whether it is formed 
using the auxiliaries haben or sein. For both sub-rules, there are conditional rules that 
specify which type of verbs belongs to which auxiliary.
Conceptual clarity and metalanguage   R. Ellis (2009) took another approach to ex-
ploring pedagogical rule difficulty. In his view, rule difficulty ‘needs to be understood 
in terms of how easy or difficult it is to verbalize a declarative rule’ (p. 148). This, in 
turn, depends on two concepts: conceptual clarity and metalanguage. With regard to 
conceptual clarity, R. Ellis considered rules to be easy if they describe linguistic struc-
tures that are both formally and functionally simple (Krashen, 1982), since these can 
be easily expressed using Hammerly’s (1982) formulation criteria (that is, rules should 
be simple, concrete, non-technical, close to traditional/popular notions, and in the 
form of rules of thumb). Another important consideration is that general rules should 
be available to describe linguistic features (e.g., past tense -ed) as opposed to features 
that need to be learned as separate items (e.g., irregular past tense). Further, R. Ellis 
(2009) cited de Graaff (1997a), who defined conceptual clarity in terms of ‘the number 
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of different formal or functional grammatical features that contribute to the specific 
form of a target structure and the specific function it performs’ (de Graaff, 1997a, p. 41). 
For instance, the rules for the English article system can be said to be complex because 
there are four forms (the, a, an, ø) that interact with an elaborate system of functional 
and formal factors. The last contributor to conceptual clarity R. Ellis (2009) discussed 
is the degree to which a rule is prototypical (Hu, 2002). For example, a prototypical 
function of the English present tense is to express habitual actions or general truths. 
A more peripheral function of the present tense is to express planned future actions. 
With reference to metalanguage, R. Ellis (2009) considered those rules to be rel-
atively complex that require more ‘technical’ metalanguage (James & Garrett, 1991). 
In some cases, use of technical metalanguage can be avoided to a certain extent. So 
instead of saying that the indefinite article in English is not used with uncountable 
nouns, one could also say ‘Don’t “use a/an” before a word that cannot be made plural’ 
(R. Ellis, 2009, p. 150). In other cases, though, some degree of technical language cannot 
be circumvented. For instance, it will be difficult to explain dative alternation (The boy 
gave flowers to the girl vs. The boy gave the girl flowers) without using terms such as direct 
and indirect object.
Scope and reliability   Finally, Hulstijn and de Graaff (1994) considered a rule’s 
probabilistic nature – its scope and reliability – as a factor that can interact with rule 
complexity. A rule may be large or small in scope referring to the number of cases it 
covers. Further, a rule can be said to be high or low in reliability, indicating whether 
there are many exceptions. Although grammatical complexity on the one hand and 
scope and reliability on the other are conceptually different, Hulstijn and de Graaff 
did concede that ‘in the practice of language pedagogy [they] often go hand in hand’ 
(p. 104). 
Hulstijn and de Graaff (1994) considered – rather arbitrarily – a rule large in scope 
when it covered over 50 cases and high in reliability when it could be applied to over 
90 per cent of all cases. To illustrate, they used the following data as specified by Mills 
(1986, p. 33) concerning noun gender in German (masculine, feminine, and neuter):
(1) 13,500 out of 15,000 singular nouns that end on -e are feminine (90%);
(2) 14 out of 15 monosyllabic nouns beginning with Kn- are masculine (93%);
(3) 75 out of 107 monosyllabic nouns ending on CnasalC are masculine (70%);
(4) 27 out of 45 nouns ending on -ier are neuter (60%).
They classified (1) as large in scope and high in reliability; (2) as small in scope and 
high in reliability; (3) as large in scope and low in reliability; and (4) as small in scope 
and low in reliability. 
The learner’s perspective
The learner’s L1   The role of the L1 in learning and acquiring a second language 
has been discussed and debated over and again in SLA research. Back in 1957, Lado 
presented a straightforward view on the interaction between L1 and L2: the Contras-
51
Defining grammatical difficulty
tive Analysis Hypothesis. The idea was that learners would make the most mistakes 
in those areas where the L1 and the L2 differed. Where L1 and L2 were the same, few 
learning difficulties were to be expected. We now know that the role of the L1 through 
positive and negative transfer is anything but straightforward. Cross-linguistic influ-
ence – no longer seen from its original behaviourist perspective – is now considered a 
complex and multi-faceted phenomenon, and generalisations based on findings from 
particular sets of languages may not hold for other languages (see, for instance, Gass 
& Selinker, 1992; Kellerman & Sharwood-Smith, 1986; Odlin, 1989, 2003; Selinker & 
Lakshamanan, 1992).
To illustrate this point, consider Harley’s (1993) study of French immersion pro-
grammes in Canada, in which young students whose L1 was English were taught a 
number of their school subjects in French. Harley made a clear distinction between 
this meaning-oriented model of language teaching, which she labelled experiential (see 
also P. Allen, Swain, Harley, & Cummins, 1990; Stern, 1990), and one that involves de-
liberate code-focused instruction, labelled analytic teaching. Students enrolled from an 
early age in immersion programmes tend to do  well on global comprehension tests 
(Genesee, 1987; Swain & Lapkin, 1982, 1986) and on measures of discourse coherence 
(P. Allen et al., 1990). At the same time, Harley (1993) pointed out that their productive 
skills seem to lag behind in certain areas, retaining a number of non-native-like fea-
tures (see also Lyster, 2007a), which is precisely the reason why Harley (1993) argued 
there is a place for analytical teaching in immersion programmes. The question, then, 
is: which features are in need of analytic support? Harley proposed two guiding prin-
ciples for selecting features for analytic teaching:
1. The compensatory salience principle. As a supplement to a principally 
experiential approach, analytic teaching in a school-based SLA con-
text is needed for those features of the L2 system that (a) differ in 
nonobvious or, for the learner, unexpected ways from the L1, and/or 
(b) are irregular, infrequent, or otherwise lacking in perceptual sali-
ence in the L2 input, and/or (c) do not carry a heavy communicative 
load.
2. The barrier-breaking principle. Of those features mentioned in Princi-
ple 1, major emphasis should be given (a) to problematic L2 features 
where misanalysis or lack of analysis by the learner blocks entry to a 
major subsystem of the L2 code, and (b) to those differences from 
the target language that tend to create confusion in interpretation or 
negative attitudes among native speakers. (p. 251)
Thus, in terms of complexity, Harley singled out those features that differ from the 
L1 in unexpected ways or lack perceptual salience or communicative load. Of those 
features, most problematic in her view are the ones that learners analyse incorrectly.
A different approach to explaining L1 influence is discussed by L. White (1991a). 
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Taking a universal grammar (UG) perspective, L. White argued that certain parametric 
differences between languages can cause learnability problems for L2 learners (see 
also L. White, 1989a, 1989b, 1991b), since ‘L2 learners use L1 settings of UG parame-
ters as an interim theory about the L2’ (L. White, 1991a, p. 137). L. White investigated 
whether francophone learners of English are influenced by the fact that English does 
not allow verb-raising whereas French does (see Chomsky, 1989; Pollock, 1989). She 
hypothesised that as a result the learners would encounter problems in the area of ad-
verb placement. That is, French allows SVAO (subject–verb–adverb–object) word order 
where English does not. Conversely, English allows SAV (subject–adverb–verb) where 
French does not:
 Marie regarde souvent la télévision
 *Mary watches often television
 *Marie souvent regarde la télévision
 Mary often watches television (L. White, 1991a, p. 135)
Using a grammaticality judgement test, a preference task, and a manipulation task, L. 
White (1991a) tested 138 French-speaking learners of English and indeed found sup-
port for the hypothesis that the learners used the L1 parameter settings: they unequiv-
ocally accepted SVAO as a grammatically correct possibility in English. SAV, however, 
was not wholly rejected, which according to L. White could be caused by the optional 
nature of verb movement in French in the case of non-finite verbs (see Pollock, 1989).
No matter the perspective taken, L2 acquisition does seem to interact with the 
learners’ L1. Theoretical accounts as well as empirical studies (see, for instance, Izqui-
erdo & Collins, 2008; Lightbown & Spada, 2000; Luk & Shirai, 2009; Spada & Light-
bown, 1999) have shown that L2 learning may be curbed by L1 transfer. Framing gram-
matical complexity as partly contingent on L1 influence is therefore a tenable position. 
The intricacies of the manner in which the L1 precisely affects L2 acquisition, however, 
make it difficult to make predictions and generalisations. 
Learner characteristics   Ultimately, whether a particular grammar point is difficult 
or easy is relative to the learners’ proficiency level and developmental stage (R. Ellis, 
2008). So in order to ascertain complexity, a researcher must have some knowledge of 
the learners’ stage of development and what is difficult or easy at that particular stage. 
The SLA literature has a rich tradition in studies that have examined developmen-
tal stages learners go through (for overviews of grammatical morpheme studies for 
English, see Goldschneider & DeKeyser, 2005; Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991). As Shiu 
(2011) pointed out, in the case of L2 English several researchers found evidence for a 
predictable development in the acquisition of negation (e.g., Dulay, Burt, & Krashen, 
1982), pronouns (e.g., Zobl, 1985), relativisation (e.g., Pavesi, 1986), possessive determin-
ers (e.g., J. White, 1998; J. White, Munoz, & Collins, 2007), and tense and aspect (e.g., 
Bardovi-Harlig, 2000; Shirai, 2004). 
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Saying that a structure is acquired late because it is difficult, however, is a circular 
argument. It does not explain why some structures are acquired later than others. 
Pienemann and colleagues (e.g., Pienemann, 1989; Pienemann, Johnson, & Brindley, 
1988), investigating a number of syntactic and morphological features in English, took 
a psycholinguistic approach in accounting for the early–late conundrum. Pienemann 
(1989, 2003) proposed Processability Theory (PT), which posits that psycholinguistic 
processing abilities and constraints are responsible for the predictable order in which 
learners acquire certain structures. Underlying PT is the idea that a learner can only 
comprehend and produce those L2 features that the language processor at that point 
in time can handle. Because of the specific architecture of the language processor, 
language learners go through six stages of language generation in a set, hierarchi-
cal sequence: (a) no procedure; (b) category procedure; (c) noun phrase procedure; (d) 
verb phrase procedure; (e) sentence procedure; and (f ) subordinate clause procedure 
(Pienemann, 2008), enabling us – in Pienemann’s view – to predict and explain the 
development of L2 linguistic forms. 
A different explanation for the developmental stages learners go through is provid-
ed by Collins et al. (2009). They turned to a 110,000-word corpus of instructional talk 
directed at learners, investigating input characteristics of three forms that each have a 
different acquisition profile: (a) the progressive in English, which is typically acquired 
early; (b) the simple past, which is acquired late; and (c) the possessive determiners his 
and her, which are acquired later than other possessive determiners. They found that 
differences in the input – in terms of the type/token distributions of the forms, their 
salience, and lexical properties – could account for why the progressive in English is 
acquired relatively early and why the simple past and the possessive determiners his 
and her are acquired late, thus lending credence to the input–acquisition relationship.
Apart from proficiency level and developmental stage, there is one other learner 
characteristic that may play a role in why some structures are perceived as more dif-
ficult than others: aptitude. The concept was originally operationalised by J. B. Car-
roll (Carroll & Sapon, 1959), who devised the Modern Language Aptitude Test (MLAT), 
which consists of five parts that measure four underlying aptitude factors: phone-
mic coding ability, grammatical sensitivity, inductive language learning ability, and 
associative memory. The MLAT, however, has been criticised for its validity (see, for 
instance, Sawyer & Ranta, 2001), as a result of which several researchers have proposed 
revisions. Skehan (1998a, 2002), for instance, conceptualised aptitude as comprising 
language analytic ability, auditory ability, and memory capacity. Robinson (2002b, 
2005), in his reconceptualisation, included learning conditions and task demands as 
variables interacting with aptitude. Notwithstanding these newer models, aptitude is 
still a concept that is not fully understood. For instance, it remains unclear if and how 
aptitude interacts with type of instruction (e.g., explicit or implicit) and proficiency 
level (Ortega, 2009). Nonetheless, it seems, at least on an intuitive level, reasonable to 
say that learners that ‘have a knack’ for language learning may encounter fewer diffi-
culties (or overcome them more easily) when confronted with complex grammatical 
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features, making the assumption that aptitude is a factor interacting with grammatical 
difficulty tenable.
Exploring difficulty empirically
As shown in Figure 2.2, grammatical difficulty – as discussed in the SLA literature 
– is a combination of myriad factors such as formal and functional complexity and 
pedagogical rule difficulty, both of which interact with learner characteristics. The 
multi-faceted nature of grammatical difficulty makes it hard for researchers to in-
clude all possible variables governing difficulty in empirical studies. It is therefore 
quite understandable that over the years several researchers turned to studying lan-
Figure 2.2. Grammatical difficulty in the SLA literature
salience
L1
Learner
formal
complexity
functional
complexity
Grammar
feature
Pedagogical rule
– rule formulation
– conceptual clarity
– metalanguage
– scope & reliability
– L1
– proficiency level
– developmental stage
– aptitude
55
Defining grammatical difficulty
guage users to operationalise the concept of grammatical difficulty. Underpinned by 
a grammaticality judgement task, Bialystok (1979), for example, defined complexity 
as relating to the difficulty of the rules necessary to arrive at the target structures: 
‘Rules pertaining to single lexical items were easiest and those to general structures 
were most difficult’ (p. 100). P. Green and Hecht (1992) also employed grammaticality 
judgement tasks to determine grammatical difficulty. They asked learners to iden-
tify errors and explain these. If the learners were able to do the former, but not the 
latter, the target features were considered to be easy. Moreover, if the learners could 
only identify the errors, this was taken as evidence of implicit knowledge. P. Green 
and Hecht concluded that the easy rules were those that ‘(1) referred to easily recog-
nized categories; (2) could be applied mechanically; (3) were not dependent on large 
contexts: for example the morphological dichotomies like a/an, who/which, straight-
forward cases of some/any, and simple word order’ (p. 179). Difficult rules included 
‘aspect, such as the use of the continuous form of the perfect tense. … These are se-
mantic distinctions that express a speaker’s perspective on a situation. … They do not 
allow simple exhaustive descriptions and they are not always governed by features of 
the immediate linguistic context’ (p. 180). 
Robinson (1996b) used experienced L2 teachers’ intuitions to operationalise the 
simple–complex distinction. He asked the teachers to rate the complexity of a number 
of pedagogical rules as well as linguistic structures, drawing on the subjective criteria 
underpinning their expertise – an accepted practice in experimental problem-solving 
studies (Reed, Ackinclose, & Voss, 1990). He cited the following reasons as rationales 
underlying his decision to use teacher intuitions: (a) the procedure provides empiric 
evidence for the easy–complex distinction; (b) it is replicable; and (c) it has high face 
validity. In accordance with this procedure a rule such as forming pseudo-clefts of 
location (Where Mary and John live is in Chicago and not in New York) was classified diffi-
cult, whereas subject–verb (SV) inversion in sentences containing fronted adverbials of 
location or movement was deemed easy (Into the house ran John).
Scheffler (2011), too, relied on teacher intuitions to assess grammatical complexity. 
As an explanation for his choice, he cited R. Ellis (2006b) in saying that such an em-
piric approach may be inevitable since ‘it may prove impossible to arrive at [objective 
linguistic] criteria that will ensure a reliable and valid assessment’ (R. Ellis, 2006b, p. 
439). Scheffler (2011) asked 20 Polish teachers of English to rank 12 structures on a one-
to-five scale measuring grammatical complexity. Then he asked a group of 50 Polish 
learners of English (upper secondary school) to write sample sentences using the cor-
rect forms in a correct context. He found a strong association between the teachers’ 
predictions and the learners’ scores (rs = .9, p < .01). See Table 2.3 for a comparison 
between teachers’ predictions and students’ performance.
Although the SLA literature already offers a comprehensive discussion of gram-
matical difficulty, what is clearly lacking is the student teacher’s perspective. In the 
following sections, we discuss two large-scale empirical studies that explored how stu-
dent teachers view the concept of grammatical difficulty.
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2.3.2 Pilot study
In the pilot study, 157 undergraduate and post-graduate students gave a total of 515 
answers to a question about what makes English grammar difficult in the context of 
lower secondary school. Categorising these answers, qualitative analysis yielded 31 
different codes. Upon further examination, common topics were identified, enabling 
us to group the codes into 13 categories, which in turn were clustered into four ma-
jor themes. Table 2.4 presents the original codes and the results of subsequent axial 
and thematical coding. The first theme, grammatical feature, comprises complexity 
of form and use, the number of forms and structures learners have to master and 
can choose from, and the quality of the input learners are confronted with outside 
the classroom, which according to the respondents often contains instances of incor-
rect English, slang, and colloquialisms. The next theme, pedagogical arrangement, is 
a combination of rule complexity, practice (insufficient practice and recap opportuni-
ties, too few transfer exercises, and lack of time to practise), and method, which con-
sists of codes such as teaching methods that are criticised for lacking a communicative 
or meaningful context, being too teacher-focused, a lack of testing or conversely an 
excessive focus on testing, and the quality of the materials presented in textbooks. The 
next theme concerns the quality of teachers themselves, who sometimes do not have 
an adequate grasp of the subject matter, resulting in unclear instructions to learners. 
The final theme comprises learner characteristics, such as the L1 of learners, their 
motivation, level, aptitude, and the number of years of instruction they had.
In quantitative terms, the primary reason why grammar is difficult according to 
the respondents was the learners’ first language: 61.2% of respondents mentioned the 
Table 2.3. Rankings of 12 structures in terms of difficulty (perceived and actual)
Note. Based on Scheffler (2011, p. 229).
Teachers’ predictions Students’ performance
Present simple 12 12
Past simple 10 10
Present continuous 11 11
Past continuous 9 9
Future continuous 7 5
Present perfect 6 6
Past perfect 4 4
Future perfect 1 2
Present perfect continuous 3 7
First conditional 8 8
Second conditional 5 3
Third conditional 2 1
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Table 2.4. Qualitative analysis of reasons why student teachers think English grammar can be 
difficult (N = 157)
abc These codes may seem redundant since they summarise the codes immediately below. Nevertheless we have included 
them because a number of respondents directly mentioned them without further specification. For instance, some respond-
ents named ‘complexity of rules’ as a reason for grammatical difficulty without referring to ‘abstractness’, ‘large numbers of 
exceptions’, or ‘metalanguage’. 
Theme Category Associated codes
Grammatical feature Complexity of form Complexity of form
Complexity of use Complexity of use
Complexity of choice
Number of structures Large number of structures to be mastered
Quality of input Poor quality of input
Pedagogical arrangement Rule complexity Complexity of rulesa
Abstractness
Large number of exceptions
Metalanguage
Practice Poor quality of practiceb
Too few recap possibilities
Too few transfer exercises
Lack of time
Method Teaching methodc
Not student-oriented
Lack of communicative/meaningful context
Place of grammar in the classroom
Target language as language of instruction
Too much or not enough testing
Poor quality of textbook
Teacher Teacher quality Insufficient teacher quality
Learner L1 L1
L1 is not Dutch
Motivation Low motivation
Low relevance
Level Level
Developmental stage
Aptitude Aptitude
Problem of intuition
Memory
Experience Time of first instruction
differences between English and Dutch as one of the causes underlying many errors. 
The number of exceptions came in second (35%), and motivation (22.3%) third. Table 
2.5 presents an overview of the top 15 reasons that were cited by the respondents.
Further analysis comparing undergraduate students and post-graduate students 
revealed that the latter group considered grammatical difficulty mainly in terms of 
pedagogical arrangement – assuming that the number of responses that constitute a 
particular theme is an indication of relative importance. The third- and fourth-year 
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undergraduates also emphasised pedagogical arrangement as the most important fac-
tor. Learner characteristics were considered the most important by the first- and sec-
ond-year undergraduates, whereas this theme occupied the second place in the other 
two groups. See Table 2.6 for a complete overview of the mean number of responses 
per group.
The differences between the groups were non-significant (α = .05), except for the 
teacher theme, H(2) = 10.08, p = .006. Step-down follow-up analysis showed that the 
post-graduate and third- and fourth-year undergraduate students clustered together 
and differed from the year 1 and year 2 undergraduate group. The differences for ped-
agogical arrangement were almost significant, H(2) = 5.909, p = .052. 
To detect trends in the data, the Jonckheere-Terpstra test was carried out. It showed 
significant trends for the themes pedagogical arrangement and teacher. For pedagog-
ical arrangement, membership of a higher year group meant on average more answers 
for this theme, J = 4507.5, z = 2.147, p = .032, r = .17. Conversely, membership of a higher 
year group meant on average fewer answers for the teacher theme, J = 3543.5, z = –3.079, 
p = .002, r = –.25.
Reason Percentagea Reason Percentagea
L1 61.2 Memory 9.6
Large number of exceptions 35.0 Teaching method 9.6
Low motivation 22.3 Complexity of rules 8.9
Large number of structures 16.6 Low relevance 8.3
Too few transfer exercisesb 12.1 Unsatisfactory teacher quality 7.6
Complexity of use 10.8 Poor quality of practice 7.6
Abstractness 10.2 Poor quality of textbook 7.6
Metalanguage 10.2
Undergraduates Y1–Y2 
(n = 75)
Undergraduates Y3–Y4 
(n = 49)
Post-graduates (n = 33)
Grammatical feature* 0.37 0.29 0.30
Pedagogical arrangement** 1.17 1.18 1.73
Teacher*** 0.15 0.02 0
Learner**** 1.27 1.04 1.21
Table 2.5. Top 15 reasons why student teachers think English grammar can be difficult (N = 157)
Table 2.6. Mean number of answers per theme
a Percentage of respondents that mentioned the reason in question. b Transfer exercises require learners to apply a grammar 
topic that they have practised with in guided exercises (e.g., drills, gap-fills) to free-production exercises. 
* H(2) = 1.711, p = .425. ** H(2) = 5.909, p = .052. *** H(2) = 10.08, p = .006. **** H(2) = 2.277, p = .320.
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HAVO scores
Overall Undergraduates 
Y1–Y2
Undergraduates 
Y3–Y4
Post-graduates
Possessive determiners* 1.17 (1) 1.23b (1) 1.14b (2) 1.06a (1)
Present simple* 1.17 (2) 1.25b (3) 1.11a (1) 1.08a (2)
Past simple 1.21 (3) 1.25 (2) 1.20 (3) 1.15 (5)
Negations (do support) 1.23 (4) 1.26 (4) 1.21 (4) 1.15 (6)
Ordinals 1.23 (5) 1.28 (5) 1.22 (6) 1.13 (4)
Questions (do support)* 1.30 (6) 1.39b (6) 1.24a (7) 1.17a (8)
Demonstrative determiners* 1.33 (7) 1.47b (9) 1.21a (5) 1.16a (7)
Present continuous* 1.33 (8) 1.43c (7) 1.31b (8) 1.10a (3)
Indefinite article + profession 1.42 (9) 1.50 (11) 1.32 (9) 1.42 (12)
Interrogative determiners 1.53 (10) 1.46 (8) 1.56 (15) 1.67 (19)
Adverbials of time* 1.53 (11) 1.67b (13) 1.41a (10) 1.36a (10)
Many/much* 1.56 (12) 1.72b (15) 1.42b (11) 1.36a (9)
Past continuous* 1.56 (13) 1.48a (10) 1.63b (17) 1.67b (20)
Adverbials of place* 1.59 (14) 1.68b (14) 1.55ab (13) 1.38a (11)
Negations (auxiliaries) 1.65 (15) 1.66 (12) 1.66 (18) 1.60 (16)
Adverbials of place and time* 1.67 (16) 1.82b (17) 1.53a (12) 1.53a (15)
Some/any* 1.68 (17) 1.83b (18) 1.56a (14) 1.51a (14)
Quantifying phrases 1.74 (18) 1.77 (16) 1.75 (19) 1.65 (18)
Genitive* 1.78 (19) 1.94b (21) 1.62a (16) 1.62a (17)
Questions (auxiliaries)* 1.81 (20) 1.90b (20) 1.85b (23) 1.43a (13)
Future: present simple 1.86 (21) 1.86 (19) 1.83 (21) 1.92 (24)
Little/few* 1.95 (22) 2.07b (23) 1.77a (20) 1.95ab (25)
Adverbs of frequency* 1.97 (23) 2.13b (25) 1.85a (22) 1.76a (21)
Future: present continuous 1.98 (24) 1.96 (22) 2.03 (24) 1.95 (26)
Future: to be going to 2.04 (25) 2.10 (24) 2.07 (25) 1.84 (22)
Future: will/shall* 2.12 (26) 2.22b (27) 2.09b (26) 1.85a (23)
Present perfect 2.16 (27) 2.19 (26) 2.11 (27) 2.18 (27)
ø article + school etc. 2.29 (28) 2.32 (28) 2.20 (28) 2.36 (28)
Past perfect* 2.49 (29) 2.35a (29) 2.55b (29) 2.77c (29)
Future continuous* 2.65 (30) 2.52a (30) 2.72b (30) 2.92b (30)
Present perfect continuous* 2.76 (31) 2.65a (31) 2.80a (31) 3.01b (31)
Table 2.7. Degree of difficulty (N = 570)
Note. The numbers between parentheses report the rankings. The scores are the arithmetic means calculated from the four 
answer categories respondents could choose from (1 = teach in year 1; 2 = teach in year 2; 3 = teach in year 3; 4 = do not teach 
in lower secondary).
abc refer to homogenous sub-sets (p < .05). For instance, for the adverbials of place, the post-graduates’ scorea differed signifi-
cantly from the undergraduates years 1–2b; the score of the undergraduates years 3–4ab did not differ significantly from either 
the post-graduates or the undergraduates years 1–2. 
* Between-group differences were statistically significant at p < .05 (Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA).
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2.3.3 Main study
Table 2.7 presents the results of the first part of the main survey. We only include the 
scores for HAVO (senior general secondary education) because each grammar top-
ic showed the same pattern: VMBO (pre-vocational secondary education) scores were 
highest, VWO (pre-university education) scores were lowest, and HAVO scores were 
in between. The overall scores indicate that the five most difficult structures were: (1) 
present perfect continuous; (2) future continuous; (3) past perfect; (4) ø article + school, 
church, et cetera.; and (5) present perfect. The five easiest grammar topics according to 
the respondents were: (1) possessive determiners; (2) present simple; (3) past simple; (4) 
negations (do support); and (5) ordinals. Comparing sub-groups, two distinct patterns 
emerged. In most cases that yielded significant differences, the more advanced the 
sub-group the lower the scores. In some cases, however, the pattern was reversed – 
most notably in those tenses that fell on the difficult end of the spectrum.
As Table 2.8 shows, the rank order correlations among the sub-groups were very 
high with values between rs = .899 and rs = .948, and statistically significant (p < .001).
In the second part of the questionnaire, respondents were asked to indicate the 
perceived causes of difficulty on a five-point Likert scale for nine grammatical fea-
tures. Table 2.9 reports the results. In the tenses category, difficulty of use had the 
highest scores; low frequency came in last. The word order category showed a different 
picture: adverbs of frequency and questions with do support scored highest on L1, 
whereas questions with auxiliaries other than do scored highest on difficulty of use. 
The final category, determiners & quantifiers, was more consistent again. Differences 
with the L1 were seen as the most important cause of difficulty; either form or fre-
quency had the lowest score.
2.4 Discussion
The SLA literature offers various perspectives on grammatical difficulty and complexity. 
Some researchers have focused on linguistic criteria such as formal and functional com-
plexity and salience to define difficulty. Others emphasise that characteristics of ped-
agogical rules – use of metalanguage and conceptual clarity, for instance – play an im-
portant role in why some structures are considered difficult and others easy. Still other 
researchers turn to the learner to explain this difference; in this view, factors such as the 
learners’ L1, their developmental stage, and aptitude are the main predictors of gram-
matical difficulty. In reality, however, it is probably fair to say that none of the three main 
categories our literature review yielded is on its own responsible for the phenomenon 
in question. Grammar feature difficulty, pedagogical rule difficulty, and learner charac-
teristics are likely to interact in a multiplicity of complex ways. A grammar feature that 
is formally complex – for instance, because a relatively large number of criteria needs to 
be applied to produce a correct form (Hulstijn & de Graaff, 1994) – is likely to require a 
complex pedagogical rule, which in turn will increase the cognitive load it exerts on a 
learner, whose proficiency level, aptitude, and developmental stage will determine how 
successful he or she will be in assembling the form and using it.
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Undergraduates Y3–Y4 Post-graduates
Undergraduates Y1–Y2 .939* [.846 – .976] .899* [.778 – .953]
Undergraduates Y3–Y4 .948* [.869 – .979]
Table 2.8. Correlation matrix (Spearman’s correlation coefficient)
Note. Bias corrected and accelerated bootstrap 95% confidence intervals are reported in brackets.
* p < .001 (two-tailed).
Instead of presenting the elements of Figure 2.2 in a linear fashion, it would also 
be possible to visualise the three components of grammatical difficulty as found in the 
SLA literature (and their interconnected nature) as a triangle, making it reminiscent of 
Kansanen’s (1999) so-called didactic triangle, a classical conceptualisation of teaching 
and learning consisting of three nodes – student, teacher, and subject matter. The 
grammar feature itself and its inherent intricacies would then constitute the subject 
matter, and the language learner and his or her specific characteristics would take the 
place of the student. The teacher node, however, is reduced in current SLA literature 
to only one component of what teachers do when teaching grammar: formulating, 
verbalising, and explaining pedagogical rules. Such a limited view of the role of the 
teacher immediately highlights the incomplete nature of the SLA researchers’ discus-
sion of grammatical difficulty. Precisely for this reason, we chose to turn to student 
teacher cognitions to explore further the notion under investigation.
Table 2.9. Perceived causes of difficulty (N = 570)
abc refer to homogenous sub-sets (p < .05). For instance, for the present perfect continuous, difficulty of usea differed signifi-
cantly from all other causes; L1b differed significantly from usea and frequencyc; formbc and rulebc only differed significantly 
from usea.
* Within-subject differences were statistically significant at p < .001 (Friedman’s ANOVA).
Difficulty
Use Form Rule L1 Frequency
Present perfect continuous* 3.89a 3.71bc 3.73bc 3.66b 3.07c
Past perfect* 3.56a 3.11b 3.45a 3.14b 2.71c
Present perfect* 3.44a 2.98b 3.33a 3.43a 2.30c
Adverbs of frequency* 2.55b 2.43b 2.61b 2.82a 2.18c
Questions (do support)* 2.57b 2.55b 2.49b 3.22a 1.86c
Questions (auxiliaries)* 2.90a 2.84a 2.88a 2.76a 2.21b
ø article + school, church, etc.* 2.94c 2.49d 2.92c 3.80a 3.17b
little/few* 2.91b 2.51c 2.72c 3.21a 2.54c
genitive* 2.68b 2.64b 2.64b 3.19a 2.29c
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The three main categories found in the SLA literature were also found in the anal-
ysis of our two empirical studies, although the focus was sometimes different. In the 
grammatical feature category, the respondents mainly emphasised the large number 
of structures to be mastered and complexity of use. In the learner category, particu-
larly the learner’s L1 and low motivation scored high. In the student teachers’ view, 
pedagogical rule difficulty is part of a broader category (pedagogical arrangement), 
encompassing also practice opportunities and teaching methods. Finally, student 
teachers mentioned teacher quality as one of the factors determining grammatical 
difficulty – a category absent in our literature review. The primary factor, however, 
was the learner’s L1. From our qualitative analysis, we gleaned that student teachers 
in the majority of cases seemed to hold a fairly straightforward – perhaps simplistic 
– view of the interaction between the L1 and grammatical difficulty, redolent more of 
behaviouristic notions of transfer and interference than of the more contemporary 
and sophisticated concept of cross-linguistic influence (see, for instance, Odlin, 2003). 
Simply put, student teachers expected learners to have difficulties with those grammar 
structures that are different from their L1; structures that are similar were thought not 
to cause any problems.
Amalgamating both SLA literature and teacher cognitions, a triangular model 
emerges that gives a complete overview of the notion of grammatical difficulty in in-
structed settings (see Figure 2.3). The three outer vertices of the triangle coincide with 
those of Kansanen’s (1999) didactic triangle: subject matter (grammar-feature), stu-
dent (language learner), and teacher. In the middle, a central hub – the pedagogical 
arrangement category – divides the outer triangle into three smaller ones. Each node 
of these triangles represents a source of grammatical difficulty and each side their 
interconnected nature. Each sub-triangle can be seen as an interdependent cluster of 
potential problems that may give rise to grammatical difficulty. For instance, the right 
sub-triangle – grammar feature, teacher, pedagogical arrangement – focuses on teach-
ers, their own understanding of grammar features, and their ability to translate them 
into a suitable pedagogical arrangement. The bottom triangle zooms in on a learner’s 
ability to understand rules and practise them, with the teacher as a mediating factor. 
The left triangle emphasises the relationship between the learner and a grammar fea-
ture with or without the intervention of a pedagogical arrangement.
As to the differences between sub-groups of student teachers, it is striking that only 
less experienced (undergraduate) student teachers considered teacher quality a factor 
determining difficulty; post-graduate students did not mention it at all. This may be 
a result of students’ growing professional confidence and pride, or simply a shift in 
perspective – more experienced student teachers no longer see themselves as learners 
who can talk about ineffective teachers without indirectly referring to themselves. 
Moreover, if (unsatisfactory) teacher quality was mentioned, respondents linked it 
in almost all cases to knowledge of grammatical features and not to the pedagogical ar-
rangement category. In terms of our model then, the right sub-triangle – in particular 
the side connecting grammar feature and teacher quality – seems be an area of focus 
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Figure 2.3. Grammatical difficulty in instructed settings
in early teacher education, whereas it may be less important or even altogether absent 
at later stages. It is quite likely that undergraduates were actually referring to their own 
grammatical development when they raised the matter of teacher quality and gram-
mar knowledge. Further qualitative analysis of the teacher category supported such a 
conclusion. Undergraduates indicated that for a teacher to be able to explain correctly 
a grammar structure, he or she needs to have a full understanding of it, which accord-
ing to them is far from obvious. As student teachers become more advanced, their 
insecurity regarding grammatical knowledge dwindles and finally disappears entirely. 
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Whereas the focus on teacher quality decreased as student teachers became more 
experienced, the opposite happened for the pedagogical arrangement category, which 
underscores student teachers’ development towards confident practitioners, and con-
firms the central position the latter category occupies in our model. It may also ex-
plain why undergraduate students hardly ever link teacher quality with the pedagog-
ical arrangement category. They are still struggling to come to grips with their own 
understanding of English grammar, as a result of which they are not yet fully focused 
on their future role as educators, designing and implementing pedagogical arrange-
ments. 
Further evidence for changing cognitions in undergraduate and post-graduate stu-
dents was found in their judgement of the degree of difficulty of individual grammar 
features. In most cases, first- and second-year undergraduates considered the degree 
of difficulty to be relatively high compared to their third- and fourth-year counter-
parts, who in turn scored higher than post-graduate students. These differences may 
be construed as students’ becoming more comfortable with English grammar as they 
progress through teacher education. Conversely, it may be interpreted as an undesira-
ble effect: as students become more advanced they forfeit their learner perspective and 
underestimate the difficulty of grammatical topics. 
In a few cases, however, this pattern was reversed, notably for the tenses towards 
the difficult end of the spectrum. Post-graduates judged the past perfect, for example, 
to be more difficult than third- and fourth-year undergraduates did, whose score was 
still higher than first- and second-year undergraduates. The subtleties of the English 
tense and aspect system are notoriously difficult for foreign language learners (Hous-
en, 2002), which may provide an explanation for the reversed pattern. It is entirely 
conceivable that less advanced student teachers – who to an extent are still struggling 
with English grammar – underestimate the challenging nature of these tenses, whose 
use and accompanying complex pedagogical rule are considered major contributors 
to their overall difficulty.
Notwithstanding the differences between groups regarding individual grammati-
cal structures, undergraduates and post-graduates showed remarkable similarities in 
the manner in which they ranked the 31 grammatical structures that were included in 
this study. Post-graduate students, who on average had more than 10 years of teaching 
experience, and undergraduates, who were in the process of transforming from learn-
ers to teachers of English, were similar in their intuitions about the relative difficulty 
of grammatical features. These findings are in line with earlier research by Scheffler 
(2011), who compared teacher intuitions about difficulty and student errors. He, too, 
found a strong correlation, from which we may infer that learners’ and teachers’ intu-
itions are strong predictors of learners’ performance.
2.5 Conclusion
In this study, we have examined teacher cognitions about grammatical difficulty in 
order to investigate whether such cognitions can contribute to what is already known 
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notes
(1) Second language (as in L2 and SLA) is used here as an umbrella term to refer to any other language than 
the first.
(2) In some cases, researchers use the terms difficulty and complexity interchangeably. In this study, how-
ever, difficulty is used as a holistic concept that includes more specific notions such as complexity of 
form, complexity of use, rule complexity, et cetera. 
about the topic from the SLA literature. The result is a triangular model of gram-
matical difficulty that encompasses several dimensions, represented as sub-triangles. 
The left sub-triangle corresponds to what is found in most SLA literature: a focus on 
mostly grammar-item specific causes of difficulty, which emphasise linguistic or rule 
complexity interacting with a limited scope of learner characteristics such as their L1 
and developmental stage. The right sub-triangle represents the main focus of begin-
ning or inexperienced (student) teachers, who are still struggling themselves to grasp 
the intricacies of the language. Finally, the bottom triangle zooms in on how more 
experienced teachers view grammatical difficulty: as the interplay between teachers 
and learners with a strong emphasis on the role of pedagogical arrangements. The 
model in its entirety will serve as a framework guiding our future research into the 
cognitions on form-focused instruction that student teachers have during different 
stages in their educational and professional lives. Specifically, it will be our starting 
point for exploring whether the relationship between grammatical difficulty and type 
of instruction as studied by numerous SLA researchers is also reflected in teacher 
cognitions.
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3 student teachers’ pedagogical grammar cognitions:a quantitative perspective
An abridged version of this chapter 
was published as:
Graus, J., & Coppen, P.-A. (2016). Student teach-
er beliefs on grammar instruction. Language 
Teaching Research, 20(5), 571–599.
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3.1 Introduction
The role of grammar teaching in the foreign language classroom has been the subject 
of continuous discussion for decades (see, for instance, Byrd, 2005; Richards & Rodg-
ers, 2014; Ur, 2011). Until at least the midst of the 20th century, foreign language teach-
ing was heavily influenced by the teaching of Latin and Greek (grammar–translation 
method). Structuralist influences (Bloomfield, 1933) and behaviourism (Skinner, 1957) 
led to the popular audiolingual method (Rivers, 1968), in which drilling exercises took 
centre stage. Later, meaning (Larsen-Freeman, 2002; Widdowson, 1990), function and 
use (Biber, Johansson, Leech, Conrad, & Finegan, 1999; R. Carter & McCarthy, 2006), 
and communication (Hymes, 1972; Savignon, 2005; Widdowson, 1978) were terms that 
became central to language teaching. Nonetheless, grammar teaching ‘continues to be 
prominent both in coursebooks and in the classroom practice of teachers in school-
based foreign-language courses’ (Ur, 2011, p. 508), also in the Netherlands (West & Ver-
spoor, 2016) – the context of the present study.
Not only in the practice of language teaching is the role of grammar instruction 
controversial. Second language1 acquisition (SLA) researchers still debate in which 
form grammar teaching – often referred to as (a part of ) form-focused instruction 
(FFI) – can contribute most to language acquisition. Since roughly the 1960s up until 
the present day, researchers have examined questions such as whether FFI is effec-
tive, whether certain types of FFI are more effective than others, and whether FFI is 
effective for both beginning and advanced language learners (see, for instance, Goo et 
al., 2015; Spada & Tomita, 2010). Although considerable progress has been made, FFI 
research still has relatively limited pedagogical relevance for teachers. Firstly, findings 
are not always consistent (for a review of issues, see Hinkel, 2011; Nassaji, 2017). Second-
ly, there are still a lot of unknowns in current SLA theory. Thirdly – and perhaps most 
importantly – SLA researchers have largely ignored the teacher perspective (S. Borg, 
1999a; Graus & Coppen, 2015), and a considerable gap still exists between grammar 
research and teachers’ practice (Larsen-Freeman, 2015). Often performed in laborato-
ry-like settings, many studies have tried to test theoretical claims in tightly controlled 
experiments, focusing on the acquisition component and not on the teacher and wider 
educational context (see, for instance, Andringa, 2005; de Graaff, 1997a; Ureel, 2010). 
From the point of view of enhancing validity and reliability, these practices are jus-
tified and indeed necessary to make legitimate claims about the phenomenon under 
investigation. Classroom reality, however, is more complex than comparing the effects 
of treatments and conditions in tightly controlled experimental settings.
In this potentially confusing situation, student teachers have to develop their own 
ideas and beliefs about grammar teaching on which to base their practice. In our expe-
rience, student teachers often still seem to attach great importance to grammar teach-
ing (particularly in the first phases of their education and career). And despite teacher 
educators’ best efforts to educate students on the myriad ways in which grammar can 
be taught efficiently and effectively and in accordance with the latest research findings, 
many students (and practising teachers) nevertheless seem reluctant to deviate from 
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the traditional model of presenting rules and practising them in a limited context 
(Ur, 2011) – a paradigm that largely ignores the intricacies and nuances of language 
acquisition. 
To conclude from this, however, that student teachers’ beliefs about grammar 
teaching do not develop or cannot be influenced by teacher education is premature. 
There may be various reasons why beliefs are not always reflected by practice. Situa-
tional constraints often play a role in this misalignment (S. Borg, 2003a; Fang, 1996; 
Liao, 2003). Moreover, grammar is not only taught to support language acquisition, 
but also for psychological reasons – it feels like ‘true instruction’ is taking place, which 
is reassuring to both learners and teacher – and as a classroom management tool (S. 
Borg, 1998b, 2003a). In other words, practice is not always the best guide to exploring 
someone’s beliefs, especially in the case of inexperienced teachers (Basturkmen, 2012). 
Nevertheless, these beliefs – or cognitions – are an important factor in teachers’ ac-
tions and decision-making (Arnett & Turnbull, 2008; S. Borg, 2011a), particularly when 
they become more experienced.
The problem, then, teacher educators are faced with is ascertaining to what extent 
and how their students’ cognitions about grammar instruction develop and mature. 
Such a matter is pertinent to the practice of teacher education since ‘detrimental be-
liefs may affect [student teachers’] teaching, and therefore, their students’ language 
learning for decades’ (Peacock, 2001, p. 181). And if teacher educators are to help stu-
dents reflect on their cognitions in order to change them, then knowing what these 
entail is crucial (Gutierrez Almarza, 1996). The situation is complicated further due 
to the immutable nature of cognitions (Gutierrez Almarza, 1996; Pickering, 2005) and 
the fact that they are often already partly formed before students begin teacher educa-
tion (Pajares, 1992). Teacher cognition research is a relatively new field that attempts 
to investigate such matters. It has evolved out of classroom teaching research in the 
early 1970s, which viewed teaching merely as a set of behaviours performed by teachers 
in classrooms (S. Borg, 2006). In the 1980s, the focus shifted to the cognitive basis of 
teaching, as a model focusing solely on behaviours – and ignoring mental activities – 
was deemed conceptually incomplete (Shavelson & Stern, 1981). 
In the past few decades, numerous researchers have investigated various aspects of 
language (student) teacher cognitions. In a seminal review, S. Borg (2006) concluded 
that formal instruction is still prevalent in grammar teaching and that teachers’ cogni-
tions are strongly influenced by their prior language learning experiences, which seem 
to have a greater impact on their cognitions than research and theoretical considera-
tions. For instance, in a study on teacher beliefs about the degree to which grammar 
instruction and practice should be integrated with skills work, Borg and Burns (2008) 
found almost no mentions of formal theories of grammar education in teachers’ con-
ceptualisations of grammar practice. Further, the effects teacher education has on stu-
dent teachers’ beliefs are still being debated. In some studies, cognitions were found to 
resist the influence of teacher education (Peacock, 2001; Pennington & Urmston, 1998; 
S. Phipps, 2007; Pickering, 2005; Urmston, 2003), while in other studies evidence for 
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change was identified (S. Borg, 2011a; Busch, 2010). Examining six in-service English 
language teachers, S. Borg (2011a) concluded that our understandings of the influence 
of language teacher education has on practising teachers’ cognitions ‘remain incipient 
and the issue merits much additional empirical attention’ (p. 371) – a conclusion that 
can be extended to pre-service student teachers.
In spite of the increasing attention devoted to language teacher cognitions, re-
search on pre-service and in-service language teachers is still relatively scarce (S. Borg, 
2006, 2011a). Particularly, large-scale studies that use rigorously validated instruments 
to investigate the cognitions of students who are being trained for teaching second-
ary school are few and far between. To fill this lacuna, we developed and validated a 
questionnaire aimed at exploring student teacher cognitions on grammar instruction, 
which we administered to 832 English as a foreign language (EFL) student teachers en-
rolled in initial (Bachelor of Education) and post-initial (Master of Education) teacher 
education programmes at Dutch universities of applied sciences. More specifically, 
this study sought to explore the cognitions that student teachers have in different 
stages of their educational and professional lives and what the origins of these cog-
nitions are. In addition, we examined the influence of two variables – grammatical 
difficulty and learner level – that have been investigated intensively by SLA researchers 
(see, for example, Robinson, 2002a; Spada & Tomita, 2010), but that have been all but 
neglected in teacher cognition research.
In this study, cognitions are defined as what (student) teachers know, think, and 
believe (S. Borg, 2006) – about the practice and backgrounds of grammar teaching. 
Although there are clearly philosophical and epistemological differences between ob-
jective knowledge systems and subjective belief systems (Fenstermacher, 1994), it is 
uncertain whether in a teacher’s mind knowledge, beliefs, and other related constructs 
are held as discrete notions (Verloop et al., 2001) instead of as inseparably intertwined 
concepts. Moreover, because these notions ‘seem to defy compartmentalization when 
teachers’ practices and cognitions are examined empirically’ (S. Borg, 2006, p. 35), this 
study uses the inclusive term cognitions to refer to both objective knowledge and prop-
ositions that are evaluative in nature and often ‘imbued with emotive commitment’ (M. 
Borg, 2001, p. 186). Additionally, the following postulations about teacher cognitions, 
which have been widely reviewed and for which there is ample evidence, underlie this 
study: (a) cognitions motivate teachers’ actions (S. Borg, 2011a; S. Borg & Al-Busaidi, 
2012; Crawley & Salyer, 1995; K. Johnson, 1994) and influence their decision-making 
(Arnett & Turnbull, 2008; Isikoglu et al., 2009; K. Johnson, 1994); (b) cognitions and 
practice affect each other bidirectionally (Breen, Hird, Milton, Oliver, & Thwaite, 2001; 
Richardson, 1996; Sato & Kleinsasser, 2004); (c) cognitions are influenced by teachers’ 
experiences as learners and may be (partly) established by the time they leave second-
ary school (Holt-Reynolds, 1992; Lortie, 1975) and as such they may resist the effects of 
teacher education (Freeman & Richards, 1996; Kagan, 1992b; Richardson, 1996); and (d) 
teacher education may be more effective when it takes into consideration the cogni-
tions students already have (S. Borg, 2011a). 
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The research questions that guided this study were:
(1) Which cognitions do undergraduate and post-graduate EFL student teachers have on 
form-focused instruction in successive year groups?
(2) To what extent are these cognitions related to or affected by learner level and grammatical 
difficulty?
(3) Where do these cognitions originate?
Since it is impossible to investigate all aspects of form-focused instruction, this study 
focused on grammar teaching and more specifically on four construct pairs that have 
received a great deal of attention in the past few decades both in language pedagogy 
research and SLA research: meaning-focused versus form-focused instruction, focus 
on form versus focus on forms, implicit versus explicit grammar instruction, and in-
ductive versus deductive instruction, all of which are discussed in the next section.
3.2 Background
In this background section, first the theoretical positions are explored that underlie 
many a debate about the role of second language instruction in general and form-fo-
cused instruction in particular. Then, the four construct pairs central to our inves-
tigation are discussed. Finally, all eight constructs are operationalised based on the 
preceding discussion.
3.2.1 The interface debate
Ever since Krashen (1977, 1981, 1982), SLA researchers have vehemently debated wheth-
er explicit and consciously learned knowledge, which is the object or at least the start-
ing point of form-focused instruction, can be internalised by learners to become part 
of the implicit and automatised knowledge system (Andringa & Rebuschat, 2015; Han 
& Finneran, 2014), which is the basis of fluent language use. Implicit knowledge can 
be defined as unconscious, procedural knowledge whose use is effortless. Explicit 
knowledge, on the other hand, is conscious and declarative in nature; its use is inten-
tional and deliberate (Hulstijn, 2005; Paradis, 2009). There are two subtypes of explic-
it knowledge: analysed knowledge, which comprises a conscious awareness of how a 
language feature works, and metalinguistic explanation, which entails knowledge of 
grammatical metalanguage (R. Ellis, 2006b). 
The interface debate explains the positions held in considering the question 
whether explicit knowledge can be of value in facilitating the development of implicit 
knowledge. Broadly speaking, three different views may be discerned: the strong-in-
terface position, the weak-interface position, and the non-interface position.
Proponents of the strong-interface position claim that explicit, learned knowledge 
can be turned into automatic knowledge. Following Skill Acquisition Theory (Ander-
son, 1982, 1995), DeKeyser (1998, 2007) argued, for instance, that L2 learners first de-
velop declarative knowledge, which is then proceduralised, and finally automatised 
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through communicative practice. Schmidt’s (1990, 1995, 2001) Noticing Hypothesis is 
another exemplar of the strong-interface position, claiming that conscious attention 
is a precondition for language acquisition: ‘you can’t learn a foreign language (or an-
ything else, for that matter) through subliminal perception’ (Schmidt, 1990, p. 142).
The weak-interface position also acknowledges the connection between explicit 
and implicit knowledge systems, but the relationship is less isomorphic than in the 
strong-interface hypothesis. Although there are several variants of the weak-interface 
position, basically they all recognise that explicit knowledge facilitates second lan-
guage (L2) acquisition when implicit learning is unsuccessful. According to R. Ellis 
(1994b, 2005a, 2006b, 2008), for example, the nature of the grammatical item deter-
mines whether explicit knowledge can become implicit. If an item is developmentally 
constrained, explicit knowledge can only benefit learners when they are in the correct 
developmental stage for acquiring that item. Conscious knowledge of all other items 
– also called variational items – can be internalised at any time. Another proponent of 
the weak-interface position is N. Ellis (2005, 2006, 2007a; Cintrón-Valentín & Ellis, 
2015), who emphasises more strongly the implicit nature of language acquisition. In 
his view, learners acquire a language through exposure and usage in a communicative 
setting. Explicit instruction, then, only plays a role: (a) in the form of feedback when 
implicit learning is unsuccessful because of first language (L1) interference; and (b) as a 
means of noticing for intake – that is, ’the initial registration of pattern recognizers for 
constructions that are then tuned and integrated into the system by implicit learning 
during subsequent input processing’ (N. Ellis, 2007a, p. 84).
The non-interface position, finally, distinguishes two separate systems in language 
learners: the learned system and the acquired system (e.g., Krashen, 1981, 1982; Paradis, 
2009; Schwartz, 1993; Truscott, 1996, 1999). In this view, consciously learned knowl-
edge can at best be used to alter – or ‘monitor’ in Krashen’s terminology – language 
performance in careful style, but it cannot be turned into acquired knowledge, which 
is a subconscious system responsible for language competence. Spontaneous commu-
nication hinges on the latter, and can in this view only be achieved through a complex 
interplay between comprehensible input and various learning and processing mech-
anisms (VanPatten, 2014).
Of all the three positions, the non-interface has been criticised most, mainly for 
its lack of falsifiability (Gregg, 1984; McLaughlin, 1978; Sharwood Smith, 1981). Never-
theless, there is increasing evidence for the existence of both an explicit and implicit 
knowledge system in (language) learners. Yet instead of viewing these systems as en-
tirely separate, this evidence seems to point at a (weak) interface between them (R. 
Ellis, 2002; Norris & Ortega, 2000; Russell & Spada, 2006; Spada & Tomita, 2010). In 
other words, explicit knowledge – fostered in many language classrooms – can posi-
tively influence or contribute to spontaneous usage or implicit knowledge. Addition-
ally, there have been efforts to reconcile all three positions. Han and Finneran (2014), 
for instance, argued that ‘there is not just a singular relationship between explicit and 
implicit knowledge, but several co-existing relationships – a strong interface (for some 
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linguistic elements), a weak interface (for some others), and no interface (for others) – 
and that each of these can be multifaceted’ (p. 371).
3.2.2 Meaning-focused versus form-focused instruction
The most fundamental pedagogical distinction that has its roots in the interface de-
bate is a dichotomous paradigm separating instruction mainly targeted at linguis-
tic form or at meaning (R. Ellis, 1999, 2001b; Norris & Ortega, 2000; Williams, 2005). 
Meaning-focused instruction (MFI) emphasises that the primary goal of a language 
is communication of meaning and that the classroom situation should mirror such 
an objective. As such, grammar instruction and learning discrete linguistic items are 
rejected since proponents claim these do not benefit the development of the learners’ 
interlanguage system (Loewen, 2011). Examples are Krashen and Terrell’s (1983) Natu-
ral Approach, strong forms of communicative language teaching (Nunan, 1989; Prab-
hu, 1987; Savignon, 2005; Spada, 2007), immersion programmes (R. Johnson & Swain, 
1997; Johnstone, 2002), content and language integrated learning (Baker, 2006; Skehan, 
2002), and certain task-based approaches (Crookes & Gass, 1993; R. Ellis, 2003; Long & 
Crookes, 1992; Nunan, 2004; Robinson, 2011; Skehan, 2003). When teachers solely focus 
on meaning – such as in immersion programmes – learners develop strong compre-
hension skills, oral fluency, and communication skills, but they continue to have prob-
lems with morphosyntax, pronunciation, and pragmatic features of the L2 (Lyster, 
1987), problems which can be remediated by introducing a focus on form alongside 
meaning-focused activities (R. Ellis, 2005b; Lyster, 2004; Sheen, 2005).
Form-focused instruction (FFI) is defined as ‘any planned or incidental instruc-
tional activity that is intended to induce language learners to pay attention to linguis-
tic form’ (R. Ellis, 2001b, pp. 1–2), and it includes phonological, morphological, syntac-
tic, pragmatic, and lexical aspects of language. Often FFI is associated with synthetic 
grammatical syllabi and traditional grammar teaching models, such as PPP (present –
practise–produce), in which teachers present structures that are subsequently prac-
tised by learners. Ultimately, learners are expected to be able to produce said struc-
tures freely in their speech and writing. Despite being widely condemned for being 
ineffective (e.g., R. Ellis, 1993; Skehan, 1998b), PPP is still used in many English text-
books (Nitta & Gardner, 2005) and classrooms (Ur, 2011). FFI, however, is not limited 
to traditional approaches of grammar teaching as it also includes attention to form in 
more communicatively oriented or meaning-oriented language classrooms. Although 
in FFI the main emphasis lies on forms, meaning cannot be seen as a completely sepa-
rate entity (Widdowson, 1998). Linguistic forms realise semantic meanings; separating 
these two constructs entirely is therefore impossible.
3.2.3 Focus on form versus focus on forms
In formal education, instruction models that are solely meaning-focused are relative-
ly scarce. Most language teaching in classroom situations includes some aspects of 
form-focused instruction. Long (1988, 1991, 1996) and Robinson (Long & Robinson, 
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1998) defined two terms based on the degree of integration between meaning-focused 
and form-focused instruction: focus on forms (FonFs) and focus on form (FonF). 
FonFs conceptualises language learning as a process of assembling distinct linguistic 
structures in a setting that is not primarily communication oriented, as is evident in 
traditional grammar teaching approaches. FonF is defined as ‘overtly draw[ing] atten-
tion to linguistic elements as they arise incidentally in lessons whose overriding focus 
is on meaning or communication’ (Long, 1991, pp. 45–46). 
Several researchers have ignored the incidental nature of form-focused instruction 
in FonF and defined it as a type of FFI used in classrooms that are mainly meaning 
or communication oriented (e.g., Doughty & Varela, 1998; Williams & Evans, 1998). 
Doughty and Williams’ (1998b) reconceptualisation of FonF reflects this conceptual 
shift. In their definition, FonF has three characteristics: (a) learners must engage with 
meaning before they pay attention to linguistic features; (b) learners’ linguistic needs 
must be analysed to identify the forms that will be taught; and (c) the treatment must 
be brief and inconspicuous. It is the second feature of this definition that differs with 
Long’s original description of FonF. 
If learners’ linguistic needs are to be analysed to determine which forms need 
treatment, FonF can no longer be seen as an incidental and reactive approach. In-
stead, FFI has become planned and pro-active, and as such it constitutes a synthetic 
approach to teaching grammar, just like FonFs (R. Ellis, 2001b; see also Spada, 1997). 
Planned and incidental FonF are likely to differ considerably in one major respect (R. 
Ellis, 2001b). Planned FonF offers learners the opportunity to engage with pre-selected 
forms in an intensive manner. Incidental FonF is likely to be extensive in that a wide 
range of linguistic forms will conceivably be candidates for attention (see, for instance, 
Oliver, 2000; Williams, 1999). To accommodate these two versions of FonF, R. Ellis 
(2001b) proposed a reconceptualisation of the FonF–FonFs dichotomy in terms of the 
primary focus of attention (i.e., form or meaning) and the distribution of attention to 
form in instruction (i.e., intensive or extensive). He defined Type 1 FFI as FonFs, hav-
ing a primary focus on form and an intensive treatment of pre-selected forms. Type 
2 is constituted by planned FonF, with a primary focus of attention on meaning and 
intensive attention to forms. Lastly, Type 3 – incidental FonF – also focuses primarily 
on meaning, but its distribution of attention to form is extensive in nature.
Apart from the intensive–extensive dichotomy, FonF definitions can differ on 
more aspects. For instance, Doughty and Williams (1998a) suggested that FonF can also 
include explicit, metalinguistic explanations that may be separated from the overall 
meaning-oriented focus of the lesson. Conversely, Long and Robinson’s (1998) defi-
nition does not allow for explicit instruction or form-focused activities that are not 
connected to the overall focus on meaning of a lesson. For a detailed discussion of 
several FonF taxonomies, see Williams (2005) and Loewen (2011). 
There are relatively few studies comparing FonF en FonFs (see Sheen, 2003). In 
a meta-analysis of 49 studies, Norris and Ortega (2000) classified 56 per cent of the 
instructional treatments as FonFs and 44 per cent as FonF. Both approaches yielded 
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large effect sizes (FonFs: Cohen’s d = 1.47; FonF: Cohen’s d = 1.92), but interpretation 
of the results was problematic because of the very large standard deviations. R. Ellis 
(2008) concluded that ‘we are in no position to decide which type of instruction … is 
the more effective’ (p. 873), especially because there are no clearly defined operationali-
sations of FonF and FonFs. Moreover, FonF and FonFs are rather broad concepts, each 
entailing a range of micro-options for teaching – making comparisons problematic.
3.2.4 Implicit versus explicit instruction
The third construct pair in this discussion is implicit versus explicit form-focused 
instruction. Explicit FFI concerns ‘some sort of rule being thought about during the 
learning process’ (DeKeyser, 1995, p. 380), which can be done deductively and induc-
tively (see following section). Explicit teaching directs learners’ attention to the target 
form, is predetermined and planned, and is obtrusive in that it shifts focus from com-
munication and meaning to form. It is also characterised by its use of metalinguistic 
terminology, and it often involves a component of controlled practice of the target 
form (Housen & Pierrard, 2005).
Implicit FFI involves ‘enabling learners to infer rules without awareness’ (R. Ellis, 
2008, p. 965), for instance through enhanced input (Lee & Huang, 2008). The basis of 
implicit teaching is exposure (input) and communication with more advanced speak-
ers, a paradigm based on L1 acquisition. Stephen Krashen is an example of an out-
spoken proponent of this type of teaching. In his view, learning takes place through 
exposure to comprehensible input (Krashen, 1981, 1999). Another example of implicit 
learning is the Interaction Hypothesis (Long, 1996; Long & Porter, 1985), which claims 
that learners acquire new structures through negotiation of meaning, a type of in-
teraction in which the learner actively constructs meaning together with a more ad-
vanced interlocutor or another learner. A similar model was proposed by Swain (1995) 
in her Output Hypothesis, which postulates that communicative interaction (pushed 
output) is necessary for students to notice the gap between their interlanguage (IL) and 
the target language, and to test IL hypotheses. N. Ellis’ (2002) exemplar-based model is 
also an example of implicit teaching; it is essentially a connectionist and probabilistic 
paradigm that claims that learners pick up grammatical structures from encountering 
(semi-)formulaic morphosyntactic structures. Although the model was criticised (see, 
for example, Gass & Mackey, 2002), it is still influential. Several researchers (e.g., Ding, 
2007; Fitzpatrick & Wray, 2006; Taguchi, 2007; Wray, 2000) suggest that learning such 
formulaic structures and collocations by heart enables learners to extrapolate gram-
matical information implicitly, thus facilitating acquisition.
Although explicit instruction is most often associated with FonFs and implicit with 
FonF, both FonFs and FonF may include aspects of explicit as well as implicit teaching. 
Indeed, it is most likely sensible to see the two latter terms as extremes on a continu-
um rather than as a true dichotomy, since a dogmatic choice for one or the other and 
‘rigid constraints are not effective’ (Doughty & Williams, 1998b, p. 229). Doughty and 
Williams encourage teachers to take advantage of the ‘synergistic and dynamic possi-
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bilities offered by accepting the interventionist view that knowledge can be gained and 
represented either implicitly or explicitly’ (p. 231). 
Both implicit and explicit teaching have been subject of rigorous studies, which 
have had mixed results. Yet there are indications that explicit teaching is more effec-
tive than implicit teaching. Norris and Ortega (2000), in their meta-analysis, found 
that explicit instruction (Cohen’s d = 1.13) had a clear advantage over implicit instruc-
tion (Cohen’s d = 0.54). Spada and Tomita’s (2010) meta-analysis found similar results. 
They also investigated whether the effectiveness of implicit and explicit teaching var-
ied with simple and complex grammatical features. Both simple and complex struc-
tures were found to benefit more from explicit instruction.
One caveat is in order, however. Many studies investigating the effectiveness of im-
plicit and explicit instruction used controlled response measures instead of measur-
ing spontaneous usage. Although Spada and Tomita (2010) found effect sizes that were 
‘medium or large for performance on both controlled and free measures after explicit 
instruction’ (p. 287), the results are questionable because of the small number of stud-
ies in some of the groups. Some researchers still doubt whether explicit instruction 
can truly contribute to implicit knowledge, which is necessary for free language use. 
Andringa (2005), for instance, found no difference in effectiveness between implicit 
and explicit instruction in the development of implicit knowledge – a finding con-
firmed recently by Tammenga-Helmantel, Arends, and Canrinus (2014) in a large-scale 
study of 981 foreign language learners. 
3.2.5 Inductive versus deductive instruction
Inductive and deductive grammar teaching are generally associated with explicit FFI 
(for an exception, see DeKeyser, 2005). In deductive instruction, a grammatical feature 
and rule are ‘presented initially and then practised in one way or another’ (R. Ellis, 
2006a, p. 97). Inductive teaching requires learners to come to a generalisation from 
exemplars themselves. Although the definition of deductive teaching is fairly straight-
forward  – presentation and practice of a metalinguistic rule – inductive grammar in-
struction has more variations (Jean & Simard, 2013). Firstly, whereas the objective is 
to arrive at a grammatical generalisation, inductive teaching – also referred to as a 
rule-search or (guided) discovery approach – does not necessarily require learners to 
formulate a metalinguistic rule (R. Ellis, 2006a). Secondly, learners may arrive at a rule 
with the help of a few guided questions, or they may be presented with increasingly 
sophisticated language samples to test their hypotheses. Thirdly, learners may work 
on their own, aided by written material, to induce regularities from exemplars, or they 
may be assisted by their peers. Lastly, the role of the teacher varies: he or she may help 
the learners in the discovery process with or without giving directive feedback on the 
final generalisation the learners arrive at. 
Studies investigating the differential effect of inductive versus deductive teaching 
have had mixed results. Some found inductive instruction to be more effective (Haight, 
Herron, & Cole, 2007; Herron & Tomasello, 1992; Tammenga-Helmantel, Bazhutkina, 
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Steringa, Hummel, & Suhre, 2016; Vogel, Herron, Cole, & York, 2011), while others 
found the opposite (Erlam, 2003; Robinson, 1996b; Seliger, 1975). Still others could not 
uncover a significant difference (Hwu & Sun, 2012; Jean & Simard, 2013; Rosa & O’Neill, 
1999; Shaffer, 1989; Tammenga-Helmantel et al., 2014). Such mixed results led R. Ellis 
(2008) to hypothesise that the effectiveness of deductive and inductive teaching may 
‘in part depend on the learner’s preferred learning style’ (p. 882). Jean and Simard (2013) 
investigated this claim empirically and found learners preferred a deductive approach 
over an inductive approach. This preference, however, did not result in significantly 
higher gain scores for a deductive treatment as compared to an inductive treatment. 
Also, no statistical difference in gain scores between the deductive and inductive treat-
ment was found for any of the learning styles. Consequently, the question whether one 
approach is better than the other remains to be answered.
3.2.6 Operationalisations 
Together the four construct pairs discussed above form a taxonomy of second lan-
guage instruction, as illustrated in Figure 3.1. Although this figure may give the im-
pression that language instruction involves making a series of dichotomous and prin-
cipled choices in a linear manner, reality is of course far more complex. In language 
classrooms, form-focused instruction cannot be entirely separated from a simultane-
ous focus on meaning; after all, the objective of language is communicating meaning. 
By the same token, implicit and explicit language teaching are not mutually exclusive, 
nor are inductive and deductive teaching. In other words, language teachers are likely 
to employ a combination of several approaches depending on their perception of the 
context and the perceived merits of each of the approaches – the topic of the present 
study.
To complicate matters, some of the constructs discussed have no uniform defini-
tion. A well-known case in point is FonF. According to Long’s (1988, 1991) original defi-
nition, FonF involves a brief and unobtrusive focus on form in response to learners’ 
needs, stressing its incidental and reactive nature. Other researchers, however, have 
reconceptualised FonF as not only an incidental but also a planned approach in which 
learners’ needs are analysed beforehand to identify forms that will be taught (Doughty 
& Varela, 1998; Doughty & Williams, 1998b; R. Ellis, 2001b). To avoid confusion, all 
constructs used in this study were disambiguated by operationalising them in terms 
of their relationship to learners, teachers, pedagogical arrangements, and language 
input; see Table 3.1.
3.3 Method
3.3.1 Research design
To gain insight into student teacher cognitions on form-focused instruction, a 
cross-sectional, quantitative approach was taken, based on the operationalisations 
discussed above. First, a three-part questionnaire was developed. In the first part, the 
eight construct pairs were converted into four scales. The second part was designed 
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Instructed 
SLA
Meaning-Focused
Implicit Explicit
Inductive Deductive
rule-focused
form-driven
language-focused
meaning-driven
Form-Focused
FonF FonFs
Figure 3.1. A taxonomy of second language instruction
to measure the relationship between the constructs on the one hand and learner level 
and grammatical difficulty on the other. In the final part, respondents were asked to 
indicate the origins of their cognitions on grammar teaching. 
Next, data were collected in September and October 2014 using four paper ver-
sions of the questionnaire (per version, questions and statements were presented in a 
randomised order) and a digital version, which randomised questions automatically. 
To minimise social desirability bias, respondents were carefully instructed only to 
take into account their own views on grammar teaching and not what they thought 
their course instructors would want them to say. A total of 832 undergraduate and 
post-graduate student teachers of English filled in the survey.
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Table 3.1. Operationalised construct pairs
Construct Learners Grammar features (in 
input)
Pedagogical arrange-
ments
Teachers
Meaning-fo-
cused 
Receive no gram-
mar instruction
Are part of overall 
input
Focus on meaning Focus on meaning 
Form-focused Receive grammar 
instruction
Are basis for instruc-
tion
Provide grammar 
instruction 
Provide grammar 
instruction 
FonFa Focus mainly on 
meaning 
Are only dealt with if 
problematic
Focus on meaning, 
but turn to form 
briefly when nec-
essary
Focus on meaning 
and choose forms 
to focus on in re-
sponse to learners’ 
needs
FonFs Focus mainly on 
form
Are taught one by one Systematically deal 
with grammar 
features 
Focus on forms as 
main objective of 
(part of ) lesson
Implicit Process input 
containing a 
grammar feature 
and/or memorise 
chunks (formulaic 
language)
Are incorporated in 
meaningful input, but 
are not discussed
Are aimed at pro-
cessing input for 
meaning, memo-
rising chunks, and 
using grammar 
features in a com-
municative setting
Do not discuss 
form, but do 
attract learners’ 
attention to it
Explicit Gain conscious 
knowledge of a 
grammar feature
Are object of metalin-
guistic study
Explain grammar 
features and provide 
practice opportu-
nities
Direct learners’ 
attention to form, 
discussing rules
Inductive Search for a rule Are used as examples 
from which to extract 
a rule
Induce learners to 
infer rules them-
selves
Guide learners to 
search for rules
Deductive Are taught a rule Are used to exemplify 
a rule that has already 
been taught
Focus on explaining 
a rule 
Explain rules 
a To make the contrast with FonFs as sharp as possible, we defined FonF as a reactive and incidental teaching option, following 
Long’s (1991) original definition. As a result, planned FonF was not part of this study.
3.3.2 Participants
Student teachers from all nine universities of applied sciences in the Netherlands that 
offer English teacher education programmes were invited either by email or in person 
(in a classroom situation) to complete the questionnaire. They were enrolled in one of 
two types of programmes: undergraduate or post-graduate. Undergraduates were all 
registered in Bachelor of Education (B.Ed.) degree programmes that lead to a so-called 
Grade II certification, which is required in the Netherlands to teach English in lower 
secondary school. These programmes are four-year, full-time initial teacher education 
courses in which subject knowledge, (subject) pedagogy, and teaching practice take 
centre stage.
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The post-graduate students were registered in three-year work–study Master of Ed-
ucation (M.Ed.) degree programmes upon completion of which graduates are awarded 
a Grade I certification, which allows them to teach upper secondary school in the 
Netherlands. In contrast to the undergraduate programmes, the master courses are 
post-initial tracks for teachers who already have a Grade II certification in English and 
a B.Ed. degree. Also, in most cases these students already have considerable teaching 
experience. 
A total of 3021 potential respondents were invited to participate; 837 of them filled 
in the questionnaire (27.7%). All cases were screened for unengaged responses (SD = 
0), as a result of which five were deleted. Of the remaining 832 participants, 710 filled 
in the survey completely (84.8%). 709 (85.2%) were undergraduates and 123 (14.8%) were 
post-graduates; 258 participants (31%) were male and 574 (69%) were female. Further 
details can be found in Table 3.2.
3.3.3 Instrument development and validation
The first part of the questionnaire was designed to measure the respondents’ attitudes 
towards the four construct pairs that were central to this study. Based on the construct 
operationalisations as discussed in the previous section, each construct pair was con-
verted into a scale with two poles: (a) the Meaning- versus Form-Focused Instruction 
scale (MFIS); (b) the FonF versus FonFs scale (FFS); (c) the Implicit versus Explicit In-
struction scale (IES); and (d) the Inductive versus Deductive Instruction scale (IDIS). 
Per construct/pole an initial pool of 17 to 20 statements was written. Subsequently, 
inadequate items were revised or deleted, as a result of which six to eight items per 
pole remained. In order to select the best statements and ensure content and construct 
validity, four expert teacher educators (average years of experience = 14.5; range = 8 – 24 
years) were then asked to rate each statement in terms of its alignment to the underly-
ing construct on a scale of 1 (very poor) to 5 (very strong). Subsequently, the coefficient 
Course Year n Agea [95% CI] Experienceb [95% CI]
Undergraduate 1 330 20.1 [19.6, 20.5] –
2 137 21.9 [21.1, 22.7] –
3 110 22.8 [21.8, 23.7] –
≥4 132 26.5 [25.2, 27.8] –
Post-graduate 1 41 35.4 [31.9, 38.9] 7.1 [4.8, 9.3]
2 27 37.0 [32.6, 41.4] 9.9 [6.8, 13.1]
≥3 55 39.9 [37.4, 42.4] 12.1 [10.3, 14.0]
Table 3.2. Descriptive statistics of participants (N = 832)
Note.CI = confidence interval.
a Mean age in years. b Mean number of years of experience as teacher of English.
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of variation2 was computed for each statement. Interrater reliability was fair to good 
(Fleiss, 1986) both in terms of consistency (ICC2, 4 = .629, 95% CI [.309, .823], F (23, 69) = 
2.698, p = .001) and absolute agreement (ICC2, 4 = .558, 95% CI [.221, .781], F (23, 69) = 2.698, 
p = .001). Per pole the statements with the highest coefficients were deleted, as were 
the statements whose comprehensibility was problematic according to the judges. Ul-
timately, three statements per pole (i.e., six per scale) were selected. 
Apart from scoring each statement, the four judges were also asked to give explicit 
feedback, which was subsequently incorporated. Two judges (13 and 22 years of experi-
ence) from the same group were then asked to evaluate the adapted statements, again 
on a scale from 1 (very poor alignment to underlying construct) to 5 (very strong align-
ment). Mean scores ranged from 3.5 to 5 (SD range = 0 – 0.707). Interrater reliability was 
again fair to good both in terms of consistency (ICC2, 2 = .626, 95% CI [.136, .838], F (23, 
23) = 2.677, p = .002) and absolute agreement (ICC2, 2 = .575, 95% CI [.067, .812], F (23, 23) = 
2.677, p = .002). 
As a result, the final version of part I consisted of 24 statements (so-called indicator 
items), six for each scale (see Table 3.3 for a summary of the scales and Appendix A for 
the complete list of statements). Respondents were asked to indicate to what extent 
they agreed to these statements – in the context of teaching English in lower second-
ary school – on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). Each 
scale was hypothesised to be unidimensional, which was checked using exploratory 
and confirmatory factor analyses (EFA and CFA). Since items were measured on an 
ordinal level, normality was not assumed. Therefore, a probit-regression model3 was 
selected with a robust weighted least squares fitting function (WLSMV) for both EFA 
and CFA. To estimate model fit, the following fit indices were calculated for the CFA: 
χ2, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), Comparative Fit Index (CFI), 
and Tucker Lewis Index (TLI).4 Further, reliability and convergent and discriminant 
validity of the measurement model were checked by calculating Composite Reliability 
(CR), Average Variance Extracted (AVE), and Average Shared Variance (ASV).5 Finally, 
Cronbach’s alpha was computed to check for internal consistency of the scales.
In the second part of the questionnaire the influence of two contextual dimensions 
was investigated: learner level and grammatical feature difficulty. For each pole of the 
four scales examined in part one, respondents were asked to what extent they consid-
ered it appropriate for the three main levels of Dutch (lower) secondary education: (a) 
VMBO (pre-vocational education), which prepares pupils for further vocational train-
ing; (b) HAVO (senior general secondary education), completion of which is required 
to enrol in a university of applied sciences; or (c) VWO (pre-university education), 
which is the highest variant of the Dutch secondary educational system and which 
allows pupils access to research universities upon graduation. The influence of gram-
matical feature difficulty was only explored in relationship to the explicit–implicit 
and the deductive–inductive distinction, since meaning- versus form-focused instruc-
tion and FonF versus FonFs are curriculum-related choices, making it unlikely that 
teachers would vary these on a lesson-by-lesson basis in relation to the difficulty of 
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Scale Pole Items Sample Item (Item #)a
Meaning- versus 
Form-Focused Instruc-
tion (MFIS)
Form-focused MF1–MF3 Grammar teaching should be part of English 
class (MF1)
Meaning-fo-
cused
MF4–MF6 In English class, it is not necessary to discuss 
grammar; the focus should only be on learning 
how to communicate (MF4)
FonF versus FonFs (FFS) FonFs FS1–FS3 A teacher should deal with grammar as a sepa-
rate topic of the lesson (FS3)
FonF FS4–FS6 Teaching a grammatical item is only useful if 
learners make mistakes against it (FS6)
Implicit versus Explicit 
Instruction (IES)
Explicit IE1–IE3 When teaching grammar, a teacher must 
discuss explicit grammar rules (IE1)
Implicit IE4–IE6 The best type of grammar instruction is to 
present learners with many examples of the 
structure in question without discussing the 
underlying rule (IE4)
Inductive versus Deduc-
tive Instruction (IDIS)
Deductive ID1–ID3 A teacher should present a grammar rule 
instead of having students discover it for 
themselves (ID1)
Inductive ID4–ID6 Having students discover a rule from examples 
is a better way of teaching grammar than 
presenting a rule (ID5)
Table 3.3. Scales and sample items
a The original statements were in Dutch (as was the entire questionnaire). The translations provided here are not linguistically 
validated. A complete list of all items can be found in Appendix A.
the grammar feature that is dealt with. Examples of easy and difficult grammar topics 
were provided (see Graus & Coppen, 2015, for selection criteria) (Chapter 2). Possessive 
determiners, the present simple, and ordinal numerals were classified as examples of 
easy structures; the present perfect continuous and the future continuous as difficult. 
Thus, respondents were asked to indicate on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disa-
gree; 5 = strongly agree) to what extent they agreed, for instance, that meaning-focused 
instruction was most suitable for VMBO, or that inductive instruction was most suit-
able for difficult grammatical topics (in lower secondary school). To facilitate compre-
hension and avoid confusion, each construct used in this part was defined in simple 
and non-technical language. Respondents were also given the option to skip questions 
they felt they could not answer.
In the final part of the questionnaire, participants were asked to indicate which 
factors (maximum of three) contributed most to their cognitions on grammar teach-
ing. Choices ranged from their own teachers and language learning experiences in 
secondary school to their course instructors and teaching practice. The complete list 
of factors respondents could choose from was gleaned from S. Borg (2006), K. Johnson 
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(1994), Numrich (1996), L. Allen (2002), Johnston and Goettsch (2000), Fives and Gill 
(2015), and Pajares (1992).
To ensure comprehensibility, the final step in developing the questionnaire was 
piloting it among 22 potential undergraduate and post-graduate respondents (mean 
age = 35; SD = 12; age range = 20 – 55), resulting in minor changes to the wording of 
questions and statements. See Appendix B for sample items from each section of the 
questionnaire.
3.3.4 Data analysis
The data from the paper and digital questionnaires were aggregated in SPSS 22, which 
was used for all data analyses except for the exploratory and confirmatory factor anal-
yses of part I of the questionnaire, for which MPlus 7.2 was used. First, all cases and 
variables were screened for missing data, univariate and multivariate outliers, uni-
variate and multivariate normality, and anomalies and erroneous input. Missing data 
patterns were examined using the Missing Values Analysis module of SPSS. Missing 
data were found to be missing completely at random (MCAR). As a result, the follow-
ing strategies for handling missing data were selected: part I: pairwise deletion (EFA), 
multiple imputation (CFA)6, and pairwise deletion (analysis of variance and post-hoc 
tests); parts II and III: listwise deletion. No extreme outliers were identified; erroneous 
values and anomalies were corrected.
Based on the EFA and CFA results of part I of the questionnaire (see next section), 
items with low factor loadings were deleted and the remaining data were prepared for 
subsequent one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA), for which five subgroups were de-
fined: undergraduates years 1 to 4 and post-graduates. The statements belonging to the 
second pole of each scale were reverse-coded and all scores were added up per scale so 
that: (a) high sum-scores on MFIS indicated a preference for form-focused instruction 
and low sum-scores for meaning-focused instruction (possible range = 6 – 30); (b) high 
sum-scores on FFS indicated a preference for FonFs and low-sum scores for FonF 
(possible range = 4 – 20); (c) high sum-scores on IES indicated a preference for explicit 
instruction and low-sum scores for implicit instruction (possible range = 6 – 30); and 
(d) high sum-scores on IDS indicated a preference for deductive instruction and low 
sum-scores for inductive instruction (possible range = 6 – 30). The resulting inter-
val-level data were examined for normality per respondent group.7 MFIS was found 
to be slightly negatively skewed and platykurtic. Because of the robustness of ANOVA 
against moderate violations of normality (Schmider, Ziegler, Danay, Beyer, & Bühner, 
2010), the data were not transformed. FFS, IES, and IDS were found to be normally dis-
tributed. ANOVA, however, is not robust against violations of homogeneity of variance. 
The data were therefore examined using Levene’s test. All four scales were found to be 
heteroscedastistic. Consequently, apart from the F-statistic, Welch’s F – a version of F 
corrected for heteroscedasticity – was also calculated in every analysis of variance. The 
Games-Howell procedure was selected for post-hoc testing because of its robustness 
against violations of homogeneity of variance in unequal group sizes (Field, 2013, p. 
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459). Finally, ω2 was calculated to represent the effect size. 
For the second part of the survey, non-parametric tests were chosen, since the data 
were measured on an ordinal level. To make within-subject comparisons, Friedman’s 
ANOVA and the Wilcoxon Signed-Rank procedure were conducted; the Kruskal-Wal-
lis test was used for between-group comparisons. Both Friedman’s ANOVA and the 
Kruskal-Wallis procedures were followed by post-hoc non-parametric step-down tests 
in case of statistically significant results. To facilitate comparison of subgroups, we 
also calculated mean scores (although these values are not intrinsically meaningful).
For the final part of the questionnaire only frequencies were computed.
3.3.5 Limitations
Using a questionnaire enabled us to gather large amounts of data in a practical and 
time-efficient manner and examine a representative sample of the target population. 
The elaborate validation procedures would make replicating this study and compar-
ing results in different contexts a feasible and worthwhile endeavour. Nonetheless, 
questionnaires also have a number of inherent limitations that need to be taken into 
consideration when interpreting our results (see, for example, Dörnyei & Taguchi, 
2010; Oppenheim, 1992). Firstly, since beliefs may be partly held on an unconscious 
level, questionnaires may not be able to elicit the complete spectrum of respondents’ 
cognitions (Kagan, 1990). Secondly, quantitative data provide general trends and as-
Indicator Factor loading Indicator Factor loading
MF1 .855 IE1 .793
MF2 .820 IE2 .744
MF3 .799 IE3 .863
MF4 –.854 IE4 –.601
MF5 –.812 IE5 –.512
MF6 –.693 IE6 –.573
FS1 .669 (.705)a ID1 .797
FS2 .643 (.776)a ID2 .795
FS3 .322 (.416)a ID3 .754
FS4 –.655 (.763)b ID4 –.738
FS5 –.723 (.619)b ID5 –.842
FS6 –.421 (.592)b ID6 –.724
Table 3.4. EFA results scale development
Note. Results of one-factor solutions, except for the numbers between parentheses, which are the results of a two-factor solu-
tion (oblique geomin rotation; factor correlation = –.539). All factor loadings: p < .05. MFIS: n = 808; FFS: n = 808; IES: n = 791; 
IDS: n = 809.
a Factor 1 of two-factor solution. b Factor 2 of two-factor solution.
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sociations, but do not give us information on why people answered as they did and 
‘their deeper thoughts and behaviors that governed their responses’ (Creswell, 2013, 
p. 48). Thirdly, questionnaires provide us with an indication of what people believe, 
not what they actually do, and as such they may reflect teacher ideals rather than their 
actions (S. Borg, 2006). And finally, because statements in questionnaires are defined 
by the researcher, respondents may not fully recognise their cognitions because of the 
language used (S. Borg, 2006), although we attempted to counteract this problem by 
extensively piloting our instrument.
3.4 Results
3.4.1 Measurement model part I
Before the actual results of part I of the questionnaire were analysed, first the dimen-
sionality of the scales was explored by means of EFA and CFA procedures. In order to 
obtain a global image of the factor structure, an EFA was conducted on the indicator 
items of each scale. For MFIS, IES, and IDIS, a one-factor solution yielded adequate 
fit. For FFS, a two-factor solution was also a viable option. As can be seen in Table 3.4, 
all indicator variables had substantive (≥ .5) and significant (p < .05) loadings on their 
respective factors, with the exception of items FS3 and FS6, making them candidates 
for exclusion in the CFA.
A CFA was conducted specifying four constructs as latent underlying factors 
(form-focused instruction, FonFs, explicit instruction, and deductive instruction), 
each with their respective six indicator variables. All indicators belonging to a single 
pole were allowed to covary to compensate for method effects. The resulting model fit-
ted the data moderately well. However, the two indicators that were already identified 
in the EFA as having a relatively small factor loading, now also performed poorly (FS3 
and FS6; loadings < .4). These were therefore removed from the model. The respecified 
model fitted the data better (χ2 (183) = 814.716; RMSEA = 0.065; CFI = 0.966; TLI = 0.957), 
and all indicators had moderate to large (range = .49 – .82) and highly significant (p < 
.001) loadings on their respective factors. See Figure 3.2 for a summary of the meas-
urement model.
Composite reliability of the model was excellent (CR = .9). Convergent validity of 
the model was acceptable (AVE = .5). With an Average Shared Variance (ASV) of = .6, 
the discriminant validity of the model was fairly low – as can also be concluded from 
the high correlations among three of the four latent factors. However, because of the 
substantive (if nuanced) differences between constructs, it was decided not to collapse 
any factors.8 Finally, internal consistency of the scales was found to be good (N = 832; 
MFIS: α = .864; FFS: α = .735; IES: α = .795; IDIS: α = .828).
3.4.2 Part I 
Having established validity, reliability, and unidimensionality of the measurement 
model, we compared the scale scores of all five subgroups (undergraduates years 1 
to 4 and post-graduates). For all four scales, we found highly significant and moder-
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Figure 3.2. Parameter estimates from the four-factor measurement model of grammar instruc-
tion (average N = 808). Path coefficients and correlations are fully standardised. Factor variances 
are unstandardised. Error estimates should be interpreted as the proportion of residual variance 
(1 – λij
2). All estimates are statistically significant (p < .001)
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ately large differences (see Table 3.5). Post-hoc testing revealed the following trends: 
lower-year undergraduates tended to lean towards form-focused, explicit instruction 
with a focus on forms, while higher-year undergraduates’ scores were generally lower, 
indicating a shift towards meaning-focused, implicit, and inductive instruction with 
a focus on form. Post-graduates’ scores were generally comparable to higher-year un-
dergraduates’ scores. Overall, though, there was a clear preference for form-focused, 
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explicit, and inductive instruction, and FonFs. See Table 3.6 for a detailed comparison.
3.4.3 Part II
In the second part of the questionnaire, the construct pairs on which the scales were 
based were related to learner level and grammatical difficulty. Firstly, the within-sub-
ject scores for VMBO (pre-vocational education), HAVO (senior general secondary ed-
ucation), and VWO (pre-university education) were compared. Again, some clear pat-
terns emerged. Each subgroup considered FFI to be most suitable for VWO and MFI 
for VMBO. FonFs was deemed best for VWO. The scores for FonF did not yield a clear 
trend, nor did those for explicit versus implicit instruction, although some subgroups 
Scale F dfM dfR p-value ω
2 Welch’s
F
p-value
Welch’s F
MFIS 32.60 4 741 < .001 .38 31.23 < .001
FFS 52.83 4 736 < .001 .47 53.94 < .001
IES 24.34 4 728 < .001 .34 23.82 < .001
IDS 21.09 4 728 < .001 .31 20.98 < .001
Scale Group means p-value
Undergraduates Post-graduates
Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 ≥ Year 4
MFIS 26.47c
[26.14, 26.80]
(4.41)
24.82b
[24.82, 25.35]
(4.14)
23.13a
[22.35, 23.90]
(3.86)
22.90a
[22.05, 23.76]
(3.82)
24.06ab
[23.38, 24.75]
(4.01)
< .01
FFS 15.00c
[14.71, 15.29]
(3.75)
13.86b
[13.36, 14.36]
(3.47)
12.27a
[11.64, 12.90]
(3.06)
11.62a
[11.09, 12.14]
(2.91)
11.61a
[11.07, 12.15]
(2.90)
< .01
IES 21.69c
[21.29, 22.09]
(3.62)
20.31b
[19.65, 20.97]
(3.39)
18.60a
[17.75, 19.44]
(3.10)
18.11a
[17.33, 18.89]
(3.02)
19.60ab
[18.83, 20.37]
(3.27)
< .02
IDS 17.33c
[16.83, 17.82]
(2.89)
15.92b
[15.13, 16.70]
(2.65)
14.10a
[13.23, 14.97]
(2.35)
13.59a
[12.76, 14.42]
(2.27)
14.85ab
[14.03, 15.67]
(2.48)
< .03
Table 3.5. ANOVA results MFIS, FFS, IES, and IDS
Table 3.6. Post-hoc test results MFIS, FFS, IES, and IDS (Games-Howell)
Note. MFIS: n = 746; FFS: n = 741; IES: n = 733; IDS: n = 733.
Note. 95% confidence intervals are given between square brackets. To facilitate comparison, average scores converted to the 
1–5 range are given between parentheses; MFIS: meaning-focused (low scores) – form-focused (high scores); FFS: FonF (low 
scores) – FonFs (high scores); IES: implicit (low scores) – explicit (high scores); IDS: inductive (low scores) – deductive (high 
scores). MFIS: n = 746; FFS: n = 741; IES: n = 733; IDS: n = 733.
abc represent homogeneous subsets, whose p-value can be found in the last column.
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showed a preference for implicit instruction in VWO. Lastly, all subgroups preferred 
deductive instruction for VMBO and inductive instruction for VWO. Tables 3.7 to 3.10 
present all results in detail. 
Additionally, a between-groups comparison was carried out (see Table 3.11). Low-
er-year undergraduates had higher scores for form-focused instruction, FonFs, explic-
it instruction, and deductive instruction. Conversely, higher-year undergraduates and 
post-graduates scored higher on meaning-focused instruction, FonF, implicit instruc-
tion, and inductive teaching.
Secondly, the relationship between four of the constructs and grammatical diffi-
culty was explored (see Tables 3.12 to 3.14). Within-subject scores indicated that all sub-
groups considered both explicit and deductive instruction most suitable for difficult 
structures. Implicit and inductive instruction were preferred in case of teaching easy 
grammar features. A between-groups comparison yielded mixed results.
Group Form-focused instruction Meaning-focused instruction
VMBO HAVO VWO χF
2 VMBO HAVO VWO χF
2
UG Year 1 3.40a 4.05b 4.34c 167.23* 3.04c 2.39b 2.11a 132.74*
UG Year 2 3.21a 3.74b 3.96c 36.82* 3.19b 2.61a 2.44a 25.33*
UG Year 3 2.76a 3.54b 3.95c 86.12* 3.77b 3.06a 2.85a 76.53*
UG ≥ Year 4 3.01a 3.50b 3.69b 29.66* 3.38b 2.95b 2.78a 22.45*
Post-graduates 2.86a 3.47b 3.84c 63.23* 3.39c 2.74b 2.40a 54.91*
Group FonFs FonF
VMBO HAVO VWO χF
2 VMBO HAVO VWO χF
2
UG Year 1 3.37a 3.82b 4.00c 100.77* 2.67 2.63 2.72 2.12
UG Year 2 2.96a 3.39b 3.60c 33.08* 2.97 2.91 2.87 1.23
UG Year 3 2.59a 3.17b 3.33b 48.97* 3.52b 3.31a 3.32a 17.58*
UG ≥ Year 4 2.67a 3.01b 3.22c 29.58* 3.37 3.22 3.23 2.22
Post-graduates 2.47a 3.01b 3.23c 54.06* 3.30b 3.03ab 2.92a 13.70**
Note. UG = undergraduates. χF
2 statistic has two degrees of freedom. Year 1: n = 292; year 2: n = 118; year 3: n = 98; ≥ year 4: n 
= 107; post-graduate: n = 111.
abc refer to homogeneous subsets (p < .05).
* p < .001.
Note. UG = undergraduates. χF
2 statistic has two degrees of freedom. Year 1: n = 288; year 2: n = 117; year 3: n = 96; ≥ year 4: n 
= 105; post-graduate: n = 111.
abc refer to homogeneous subsets (p < .05).
* p < .001. ** p < .01.
Table 3.7. Within-subject comparisons learner level and form- versus meaning-focused instruc-
tion (Friedman’s ANOVA)
Table 3.8. Within-subject comparisons learner level and FonFs versus FonF (Friedman’s ANOVA)
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Group Explicit instruction Implicit instruction
VMBO HAVO VWO χF
2 VMBO HAVO VWO χF
2
UG Year 1 3.77 3.84 3.83 0.01 2.72a 2.76a 2.93b 14.05**
UG Year 2 3.43 3.56 3.60 0.71 2.99a 3.13ab 3.21b 7.97***
UG Year 3 3.34 3.42 3.51 3.60 3.09 3.35 3.39 5.42
UG ≥ Year 4 3.38 3.30 3.32 0.23 2.99a 3.28b 3.46b 20.22*
Post-graduates 3.15 3.31 3.33 3.21 2.94 2.97 2.98 0.01
Group Deductive instruction Inductive instruction
VMBO HAVO VWO χF
2 VMBO HAVO VWO χF
2
UG Year 1 3.85c 3.54b 3.35a 72.30* 2.82a 3.48b 3.73c 177.19*
UG Year 2 3.78c 3.15b 2.89a 66.77* 2.80a 3.54b 3.84c 92.41*
UG Year 3 3.41b 2.87a 2.73a 49.22* 3.17a 3.72b 3.98c 60.71*
UG ≥ Year 4 3.33b 2.98a 2.87a 22.17* 3.26a 3.85b 4.03b 58.28*
Post-graduates 3.24b 2.96a 2.86a 16.36* 3.05a 3.45b 3.71c 39.84*
Table 3.9. Within-subject comparisons learner level and explicit versus implicit instruction (Fried-
man’s ANOVA)
Table 3.10. Within-subject comparisons learner level and deductive versus inductive instruction 
(Friedman’s ANOVA)
Note. UG = undergraduates. χF
2 statistic has two degrees of freedom. Year 1: n = 286; year 2: n = 117; year 3: n = 95; ≥ year 4: n 
= 105; post-graduate: n = 111.
abc refer to homogeneous subsets (p < .05).
* p < .001. ** p < .01. *** p < .02.
Note. UG = undergraduates. χF
2 statistic has two degrees of freedom. Year 1: n = 285; year 2: n = 116; year 3: n = 94; ≥ year 4: n 
= 105; post-graduate: n = 110.
abc refer to homogeneous subsets (p < .05).
* p < .001.
3.4.4 Part III
In the final part, respondents were asked to indicate what influenced their cogni-
tions on grammar teaching most. Overall, undergraduates chose their undergradu-
ate course, teaching practice, pupil expectations, and their own teachers in secondary 
school most often (see Table 3.15). Post-graduates were influenced most by their work 
experience, pupil expectations, colleagues, and both the undergraduate and post-grad-
uate course (see Table 3.16). It is important to note here, though, that it is a difficult task 
for a study to trace the origins of cognitions since individuals may not always be aware 
of the experiences that have given rise to their beliefs. Therefore, the results in Tables 
3.15 and 3.16 should be interpreted with this caveat in mind.
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Type of instruction Level Undergraduates Post-
graduates
H
Y1 Y2 Y3 ≥Y4
Form-focused VMBO 3.40c 3.21bc 2.76a 3.01ab 2.86ab 35.83*
HAVO 4.05b 3.74a 3.54a 3.50a 3.47a 63.93*
VWO 4.34b 3.96a 3.95a 3.69a 3.84a 50.31*
Meaning-focused VMBO 3.04a 3.19ab 3.77c 3.38bc 3.39ab 27.54*
HAVO 2.39a 2.61ab 3.06c 2.95bc 2.74bc 38.32*
VWO 2.11a 2.44b 2.58c 2.78bc 2.40b 42.97*
FonFs VMBO 3.37c 2.96b 2.59a 2.67ab 2.47a 75.75*
HAVO 3.82c 3.39b 3.17ab 3.01ab 3.01a 87.65*
VWO 4.00b 3.60a 3.33a 3.22a 3.23a 65.33*
FonF VMBO 2.67a 2.97b 3.52c 3.37c 3.30c 50.82*
HAVO 2.63a 2.91b 3.31c 3.22bc 3.03bc 40.65*
VWO 2.72a 2.87ab 3.32c 3.23b 2.92ab 23.15*
Explicit VMBO 3.77b 3.43a 3.34a 3.38a 3.15a 35.60*
HAVO 3.84b 3.56a 3.42a 3.30a 3.31a 47.53*
VWO 3.83b 3.60a 3.51a 3.32a 3.33a 28.36*
Implicit VMBO 2.72a 2.99b 3.09b 2.99b 2.94ab 11.69***
HAVO 2.76a 3.13bc 3.35c 3.28bc 2.97ab 33.75*
VWO 2.93a 3.21abc 3.39bc 3.46c 2.98ab 21.89*
Deductive VMBO 3.85b 3.78b 3.41a 3.33a 3.24a 43.81*
HAVO 3.54b 3.15a 2.87a 2.98a 2.96a 57.86*
VWO 3.35b 2.89a 2.73a 2.87a 2.86a 41.43*
Inductive VMBO 2.82a 2.80a 3.17b 3.26b 3.05ab 21.50*
HAVO 3.48a 3.54a 3.72ab 3.85b 3.45a 21.16*
VWO 3.73a 3.84ab 3.98ab 4.03b 3.71a 12.40**
Table 3.11. Between-groups comparison learner level (Kruskal-Wallis)
Table 3.12. Within-subject comparisons grammatical difficulty and explicit versus implicit in-
struction (Wilcoxon Signed-Rank)
Note. H statistic has four degrees of freedom. For ns, see Tables 3.7 to 3.10.
abc refer to homogeneous subsets (p < .05).
* p < .001. ** p < .02. *** p < .03.
Note. UG = undergraduates. T statistic has one degree of freedom. Year 1: n = 285; year 2: n = 116; year 3: n = 94; ≥ year 4: n = 
105; post-graduate: n = 111.
* p < .001.
Group Explicit instruction Implicit instruction
Easy Difficult T Easy Difficult T
UG Year 1 3.32 4.21 16,526.0* 3.67 2.41 2,062.5*
UG Year 2 3.11 4.11 3,355.0* 3.72 2.52 429.0*
UG Year 3 2.83 3.85 2,255.5* 3.85 2.67 256.5*
UG ≥ Year 4 2.87 3.84 2,433.5* 3.82 2.80 301.0*
Post-graduates 2.59 3.83 3,042.0* 3.82 2.52 76.0*
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Note. H statistic has four degrees of freedom. For ns, see Tables 3.12 and 3.13.
abc refer to homogeneous subsets (p < .05).
* p < .001. ** p < .01. *** p < .02.
Note. Respondents were asked to choose the most important sources (maximum of three). Numbers between brackets are 
respondent percentages.
a Respondents’ own teachers in secondary school.
Note. UG = undergraduates. T statistic has one degree of freedom. Year 1: n = 285; year 2: n = 116; year 3: n = 94; ≥ year 4: n = 
105; post-graduate: n = 110.
* p < .001.
Group Deductive instruction Inductive instruction
Easy Difficult T Easy Difficult T
UG Year 1 3.07 3.90 18,972.5* 3.78 2.82 2,271.5*
UG Year 2 2.91 3.78 3,161.5* 3.77 2.67 188.0*
UG Year 3 2.63 3.60 2,100.0* 3.90 3.05 307.0*
UG ≥ Year 4 2.73 3.50 2,064.0* 3.96 3.12 229.5*
Post-graduates 2.58 3.58 2,975.5* 3.74 2.94 356.0*
Type of 
instruction
Difficulty Undergraduates Post-
graduates
H
Y1 Y2 Y3 ≥Y4
Explicit Easy 3.32c 3.11bc 2.83ab 2.87ab 2.59a 50.12*
Difficult 4.21b 4.11b 3.85a 3.84a 3.83a 33.34*
Implicit Easy 3.67 3.72 3.85 3.82 3.82 6.06
Difficult 2.41a 2.52ab 2.67ab 2.80b 2.52ab 12.73***
Deductive Easy 3.07c 2.91bc 2.63ab 2.73ab 2.58c 30.35*
Difficult 3.90b 3.78ba 3.60a 3.50a 3.58a 19.83**
Inductive Easy 3.78 3.77 3.90 3.96 3.74 7.47
Difficult 2.82ab 2.67a 3.05bc 3.12c 2.94abc 14.95**
Table 3.13. Within-subject comparisons grammatical difficulty and deductive versus inductive 
instruction (Wilcoxon Signed-Rank)
Table 3.14. Between-groups comparison grammatical difficulty (Kruskal-Wallis)
Undergraduates
Year 1 (n = 285) Year 2 (n = 116) Year 3 (n = 95) ≥ Year 4 (n = 105)
Own teachersa (91.6)
Undergraduate course 
(52.3)
Fellow students (34.0)
Pupil expectations (23.5)
School placement (8.8)
Professional journals 
(3.9)
School placement men-
tors (2.5)
Conferences (1.8)
Other (13.7)
Undergraduate course 
(78.4)
School placement (69.0)
Own teachersa (52.6)
Pupil expectations (31.0)
Fellow students (20.7)
School placement men-
tors (19.8)
Professional journals 
(1.7)
Other (6.9)
Undergraduate course 
(81.1)
School placement (78.9)
Own teachersa (36.8)
School placement men-
tors (24.2)
Pupil expectations (24.2)
Fellow students (12.6)
Professional journals 
(5.3)
Conferences (3.2)
Other (12.6)
Undergraduate course 
(75.2)
School placement (75.2)
Pupil expectations (37.1)
Own teachersa (33.3)
School placement men-
tors (17.1)
Fellow students (10.5)
Professional journals 
(7.6)
Conferences (3.8)
Other (12.4)
Table 3.15. Sources of cognitions (undergraduate students)
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Post-graduates
Year 1 (n = 33) Year 2 (n = 24) ≥ Year 3 (n = 53)
Work experience (72.7)
Undergraduate course (54.5) 
Pupil expectations (39.4)
Colleagues (36.4)
School placement UC (24.2)
Own teachersa (18.2)
School placement mentors UC 
(6.1)
Conferences (6.1)
Fellow students (3.0)
Professional journals (3.0)
Other (9.1)
Work experience (66.7)
Pupil expectations (50.0)
Colleagues (41.7)
Undergraduate course (29.2)
Post-graduate course (25.0)
Own teachersa (16.7)
Professional journals (12.5)
Refresher courses (12.5)
School placement UC (4.2)
Conferences (4.2)
School placement PC (4.2)
Other (4.2)
Work experience (84.9)
Post-graduate course (37.7)
Pupil expectations (35.8)
Colleagues (34.0)
School placement PC (22.6)
Undergraduate course (17.0)
Professional journals (13.2)
Own teachersa (11.3)
Refresher courses (9.4)
School placement UC (5.7)
Conferences (3.8)
School placement mentors PC (3.8)
Other (3.8)
Table 3.16. Sources of cognitions (post-graduate students)
Note. Respondents were asked to choose the most important sources (maximum of three). Numbers between brackets are 
respondent percentages. UC = undergraduate course; PC = post-graduate course.
a Respondents’ own teachers in secondary school.
3.5 Discussion
The objective of the present study was to explore the cognitions that student teachers 
of English have on grammar instruction. Before discussing the actual results, we first 
turn to the measurement model that resulted from the confirmatory factor analysis 
(see Figure 3.2). CFA was employed here to check the psychometric properties of the 
four scales used in part I of the questionnaire. In essence, though, CFA is a theo-
ry-driven approach that tests whether a priori defined hypotheses have an empirical 
basis (T. Brown, 2015). That is, CFA enabled us to test whether the four construct pairs 
that we selected on the basis of their ubiquity in SLA literature in fact existed as such 
in the minds of beginning and more advanced practitioners – which was indeed con-
firmed. Interestingly, however, three construct pairs (meaning- versus form-focused 
instruction, FonF versus FonFs, and explicit versus implicit instruction) seemed to 
be manifestations of very similar underlying latent factors, as factor correlations were 
high, indicating that an increase in, for instance, the factor score for form-focused 
instruction would result in an almost equal increase in the factor scores for FonFs and 
explicit instruction. So although these three construct pairs are often treated in SLA 
theory as separate entities, in practice the underlying latent constructs are extremely 
closely associated – an association perhaps best characterised as a continuum with lan-
guage-focused, meaning-driven instruction on one end and rule-focused, form-driven 
instruction on the other.
Having established a solid measurement model, we were able to calculate aggre-
gated scores for the four scales used in part I of the questionnaire (see Figure 3.3). 
First-year undergraduates all had a preference for a type of language instruction with 
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a form-focused, explicit component in which teachers proactively and inductively deal 
with all major grammar topics of a language. In higher year groups, however, under-
graduates’ beliefs on teaching grammar were different: the more advanced the group, 
the lower the scores were, indicating a shift towards more meaning-focused, reac-
tive, and implicit grammar instruction; at the same time, the preference for inductive 
teaching only deepened.
Previous studies have regularly found little or no fundamental change in student 
teacher cognitions during teacher education (see, for instance, Gutierrez Almarza, 
1996; Peacock, 2001; Pennington & Urmston, 1998; Richardson, 1996; Urmston, 2003). 
The cross-sectional nature of our study does not allow us to comment on changes that 
may or may not have occurred over time. Yet our results do provide indirect evidence 
Figure 3.3. Average scores for the Meaning- versus Form-Focused Instruction scale (MFIS), FonF 
versus FonFs scale (FFS), Implicit versus Explicit Instruction scale (IES), and Inductive versus 
Deductive Instruction scale (IDS)
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for a trend in the undergraduate group that may be indicative of belief development. 
The shift in higher year groups towards a greater focus on meaning and reactive, im-
plicit, and inductive instruction is in line with what is taught in Dutch teacher colleges 
and the textbooks that are often used (e.g., H. Brown, 2007; Kwakernaak, 2015; Staatsen 
& Heebing, 2015). Indeed, undergraduates themselves also indicated that their under-
graduate course was a major source of their cognitions. However, longitudinal studies 
would be necessary to investigate this claim further.
The trend visible in the undergraduates’ scores was broken by the post-graduate 
group. Compared to the third- and fourth-year undergraduates, post-graduate student 
preferences leant again more towards form-focused, explicit, and deductive instruc-
tion. Since the post-graduate group was heterogeneous in terms of years of experience 
before enrolling in the graduate course, it remains difficult to speculate about what 
caused this deviation from the undergraduate trend. It is possible, of course, that their 
starting point compared to the undergraduates examined in this study was altogether 
different. It is also possible that their work experience influenced their cognitions in 
such a way that they leant more towards form-focused, explicit, and deductive teach-
ing, which is often seen as a less time-consuming and more direct way of teaching. 
In any case, post-graduate students themselves chose work experience as the number 
one source of their pedagogical grammar cognitions, while the influence of the under-
graduate course decreased from 55 per cent to 17 per cent, making the explanation of 
work experience as a moderating factor certainly plausible. Additionally, research has 
shown there to be a strong bidirectional connection between actual teaching experi-
ences and cognitions (see, for instance, Andrews, 2003; Breen et al., 2001; Sato & Klein-
sasser, 2004), and that stated cognitions and practices are more likely to correspond 
in the case of experienced teachers (Basturkmen, 2012). From this perspective, a case 
could be made for not viewing the post-graduates in our study as a natural extension 
of the undergraduate group, but as a group in its own right, whose cognitions are me-
diated largely by experience.
We also hypothesised that learner level might have an effect on student teacher 
cognitions. And indeed, the data provided ample evidence for the mediating influence 
of this factor. All groups showed a remarkable preference for form-focused instruc-
tion, FonFs, and inductive instruction for pupils in the highest level of secondary 
(pre-university) education; meaning-focused instruction and deductive instruction 
were deemed most suitable for lower-level pupils (see Figures 3.4 and 3.5). Apparent-
ly, student teachers see educational level as a factor that determines which type of 
instruction is most likely to result in successful language acquisition – that is, they 
consider higher-level learners to benefit more from teaching that systematically deals 
with all the major rules and grammatical structures in English. Or, conversely, that 
meaning-focused instruction is a necessary simplification for lower-level learners 
instead of a form of language teaching in its own right. In any case, the results of 
part I of the questionnaire showed a tendency towards a preference for a more mean-
ing-focused and reactive type of language instruction as student teachers progressed 
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through teacher education. However, when learner level was factored in, form-focused 
instruction and FonFs came out as the methods of choice for the higher-level language 
learners. And so despite insights from SLA literature about the merits of a greater fo-
cus on meaning and function, communicative language teaching, and more implicit 
forms of language acquisition in instructed settings – a trend echoed in teacher edu-
cation – student teachers still seem to consider these forms of language instruction as 
inferior to more traditional form-focused approaches when it comes to teaching the 
highest-level pupils. 
The exact underlying motivation for these cognitions is not clear, but our results 
showed that student teachers believe that communication-oriented instruction fo-
Figure 3.4. The influence of learner level on student teachers’ preference for form-focused 
instruction, meaning-focused instruction, FonFs, and FonF. Lines with solid symbols indicate 
statistically significant differences; lines with open symbols represent non-significant differences
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Figure 3.5. The influence of learner level on student teachers’ preference for explicit instruction, 
implicit instruction, deductive instruction, and inductive instruction. Lines with solid symbols 
indicate statistically significant differences; lines with open symbols represent non-significant 
differences
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cused mainly or solely on meaning and use is less appropriate for teaching higher-lev-
el learners. Taking into consideration the influence of prior language learning expe-
riences on teacher cognitions (S. Borg, 2006), it is conceivable that the way student 
teachers were taught themselves in secondary school plays a role in these cognitions. 
Moreover, learners often expect a teacher to pay explicit attention to grammar (S. Borg, 
2003a), which in turn also influences teachers’ cognitions – as can be concluded from 
our own results as well as the teacher cognition literature (e.g., Eisenstein Ebsworth 
& Schweers, 1997). The consequence can perhaps best be described as a vicious cycle, 
which may partly explain why in the Netherlands the transition from more traditional 
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Figure 3.6. The influence of grammatical difficulty on student teachers’ preference for explicit 
instruction, implicit instruction, deductive instruction, and inductive instruction
types of form-focused instruction to communicative language teaching with a greater 
focus on meaning and use is a slow process that started decades ago but that has still 
not been completed.
Grammatical difficulty was also found to be a factor affecting student teacher cog-
nitions. As Figure 3.6 shows, explicit and deductive instruction were preferred for dif-
ficult grammatical structures, whereas implicit and inductive teaching were deemed 
most suitable for easy structures. These intuitions, however, are in contradiction to 
empirical research findings. In a meta-analysis, Spada and Tomita (2010) found that 
learners benefit more from explicit instruction than implicit instruction in the case of 
simple as well as complex forms. Investigations into the differential effect of deductive 
and inductive teaching have had mixed results, but an interaction between these two 
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types and grammatical difficulty has not been established (Robinson, 1996b; Tammen-
ga-Helmantel et al., 2014). What the basis, then, is for the marked difference we found 
in student teachers’ preferences, is a matter for conjecture. It may be the case that stu-
dent teachers feel that the indirect nature of both implicit and inductive instruction 
combined with complex forms may be too demanding of learners, thereby reducing 
the chance of successful acquisition.
The extant literature on language teacher cognitions focuses mainly on practising 
teachers; relatively little attention has been paid to pre- and in-service student teach-
ers (S. Borg, 2006, 2011a). In a pre-service context, a number of quantitative studies 
found little evidence for the impact of teacher education on students’ key cognitions 
(e.g., Peacock, 2001; Pennington & Urmston, 1998; Urmston, 2003), although on sev-
eral occasions individual SLA courses were found to influence students (e.g., Busch, 
2010; MacDonald, Badger, & White, 2001). Qualitative studies have had more success 
in identifying such an impact, either in cognitions themselves (e.g., Da Silva, 2005; 
Gutierrez Almarza, 1996) or the way the belief system was structured (e.g., Cabaroglu 
& Roberts, 2000). In in-service teacher education, qualitative studies have had mixed 
results; in some cases the impact was minimal (e.g., S. Phipps, 2007), while in other cas-
es an impact was identified. The results of the present study indicate that higher-year 
student teachers’ cognitions are more in line with what is taught in teacher education 
programmes than those of beginning student teachers, which suggests that teacher 
training does have an impact. Further, the more nuanced conceptions that more expe-
rienced student teachers have also align with cognitions of practising teachers outside 
a training context, who have been shown to have favourable views of explicit gram-
mar work, but also stress the importance of meaning-focused instruction and gram-
mar and skills integration (e.g., S. Borg & Burns, 2008; Valeo & Spada, 2016). Lastly, it 
should be noted that our results do not imply that student teachers are automatically 
able to transfer their cognitions into classroom practice, as a mismatch between cog-
nitions and practice (Basturkmen, 2012) as well as course input and practice (Bigelow 
& Ranney, 2005; Burns & Knox, 2005; Popko, 2005) are well-documented phenomena. 
Finally, in terms of practical implications, the present study provides a clear start-
ing point for exploring and discussing pedagogical options for teaching grammar 
with student teachers. It has been frequently advised to have students reflect on their 
(pre-existing) cognitions (see, for example, Angelova, 2005; Attardo & Brown, 2005; 
Bartels, 2005; S. Borg, 2011a; Busch, 2010; Lo, 2005; Peacock, 2001), enabling them ‘to 
explore their own theories, and to examine the many experiential, psychological, and 
contextual factors which shape their practices’ (S. Borg, 1999b, p. 163). As S. Borg (2011a) 
suggested, such reflective activities may range from belief acknowledgement, clarifi-
cation, and exploration of the origins of cognitions to in-class discussions, writing 
assignments, feedback, and questioning existing cognitions. More specifically, under-
graduates could be asked to reflect on their cognitions on and experiences with more 
traditional grammar instruction and be provided with ‘powerful alternative concep-
tions’ (Woolfolk Hoy, Davis, & Pape, 2006, p. 728), such as more meaning-focused and 
99
Pedagogical grammar cognitions: A quantitative perspective
reactive teaching options. Following our results, particular attention should also be 
paid to the interaction of these cognitions with learner level and grammatical diffi-
culty. Lastly, post-graduates’ cognitions should be examined in the context of their 
teaching experiences, as these are bound to have had a considerable impact on their 
belief system.
3.6 Conclusion
The goal of the present study was to explore the cognitions of student teachers on 
grammar instruction. Using eight constructs that have been discussed frequently and 
exhaustively in SLA literature, we investigated the connection between what is known 
about the role and effect of form-focused instruction and student teachers’ percep-
tions thereof. In line with the developments of the past few decades in SLA research, 
student teachers seemed to become increasingly aware during the course of their ed-
ucation of the possibilities and importance of a focus on meaning, and implicit and 
more reactive teaching techniques, at least partly abandoning the traditional paradigm 
of awarding grammar a central role in the foreign language classroom. An intrigu-
ing finding, however, is that when learner level was taken into consideration student 
teachers still showed a distinct preference for form-focused instruction and FonFs 
for teaching higher-level pupils. Additionally, we found that grammatical difficulty 
also affected cognitions: explicit and deductive approaches were clearly preferred for 
teaching complex grammatical structures. Although we have explored a number of 
possible explanations for these findings, further investigations – preferably of a quali-
tative nature – are necessary to establish their precise interpretation.
notes
(1) The term second language is used in this article to refer to any other language than the first.
(2) Standard deviation divided by mean.
(3) Within this framework, the original ordinal indicator variables are replaced by estimates of latent 
continuous response variables, which reflect the underlying normally distributed and continuous 
characteristics that are required for choosing a particular category of an observed categorical indica-
tor variable (T. Brown, 2015, pp. 355–356).
(4) Acceptable values: RMSEA < 0.1; CFI ≥ .95; TLI: ≥ .95 (T. Brown, 2015, p. 74). 
(5) Acceptable values: CR > .7; AVE > .5; ASV < AVE (Hair, Black, Babin, & Anderson, 2010). 
(6) Multiple imputation (MPlus 7.2) uses a regression-based Bayesian estimation procedure (Markov 
Chain Monte Carlo algorithm) to generate – in this case – 50 copies of the data set, each of which 
contains different estimates of the missing values. The imputations are random draws from the pos-
terior distribution of the missing data values (Enders, 2010; Rubin, 1987; Schafer, 1997). An explora-
tory analysis indicated that the data sets should be separated by at least 100 iterations (convergence 
criterion = .05; potential scale reduction (PSR0) < 1.05), so a conservative approach was taken of saving 
a data set after every 300th computational cycle. Having created the complete data sets, we estimated 
the CFA models on each imputed data set and used Rubin’s (1987) formulas to combine the parameter 
estimates and standard errors into one set of results.
(7) Normality was checked using Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests, histograms, P-P plots, Q-P plots, and skew 
and kurtosis values.
(8) For our purposes here, the high factor correlations are relatively unproblematic. Researchers inter-
ested in using the measurement model in a SEM (structural equation modelling) context are advised 
to collapse the highly correlated factors or specify a second-order factor to avoid multicollinearity. 
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An abridged version of this chapter 
was published as:
Graus, J., & Coppen, P.-A. (2017). The interface 
between student teacher grammar cognitions 
and learner-oriented cognitions. Modern Lan-
guage Journal, 101(4), 643–688.
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4.1 Introduction
Research into teacher cognitions – what teachers know, think, believe, and feel – is 
often motivated by a wish to understand better the complex nature of teachers’ prac-
tices (for a comprehensive review, see Fives & Gill, 2015). It is generally accepted that 
teacher cognitions play a significant part in teachers’ decision-making processes and 
everyday teaching (Barnard & Scampton, 2008; S. Borg & Burns, 2008; Calderhead, 
1996; Feiman-Nemser, 2008), although this relationship is by no means linear and 
isomorphic. That is, despite being well established, the link between cognitions and 
practice is an intricate and reciprocal one that has been found to be mediated by con-
textual constraints (S. Borg, 2006; Keys, 2005), emotions, feelings, and affect (Gill & 
Hardin, 2015), and situational factors (S. Borg, 1999b; Hoyles, 1992; Mansour, 2009). 
Additionally, not all cognitions are created equal in terms of the impact they have on 
practice, a contrast which has been framed as the discrepancy between espoused and 
enacted beliefs (Basturkmen, Loewen, & Ellis, 2004; Fives & Buehl, 2012; Philipp, 2007), 
theoretical and practical knowledge (Woods & Çakır, 2011), and peripheral and core be-
liefs (S. Phipps & Borg, 2009). As a result of the incongruity sometimes found between 
practice and cognitions, some teacher cognition research is slowly shifting towards a 
more social and participatory approach emphasising ‘a more dynamic interpretation 
of situated or contextually embedded knowing and believing in action’ (Skott, 2015, 
p. 22). Nonetheless, teacher cognitions are still seen as powerful co-determiners for 
practice (Skott, 2009).
In the context of teacher education (TE) and development (TD), the study of teach-
er cognitions has also attracted much attention. Cognitions are often seen as the cor-
nerstone of pedagogical approaches that aim to promote and enhance (student) teach-
er learning (Beijaard, Korthagen, & Verloop, 2007; K. Johnson & Golombek, 2011; Ní 
Chróinín & O’Sullivan, 2014). For TE and TD programmes to have an impact, teachers’ 
extant cognitions need to be taken into consideration, made explicit, examined, and 
sometimes challenged (Barnes, 2008; Beijaard et al., 2007; S. Borg, 2011a; Brownlee, 
Purdie, & Boulton-Lewis, 2001; Knapp, 2012; Wideen et al., 1998). 
Particularly in ill-defined instructional contexts, examining teacher cognitions may 
be fruitful because they can function as a window into how teachers cope with subject 
matter about which there is little consensus and in which uncertainties abound (S. 
Borg, 1999b). Grammar teaching is an example of such an ill-defined context: its role 
in the second language1 classroom has been debated for many decades. And despite 
considerable progress in the strand of second language acquisition (SLA) research that 
concentrates on form-focused instruction, grammar teaching often remains tradi-
tional, with a strong focus on form, accuracy, rule learning, and mechanical exercises 
(Jean & Simard, 2011; Larsen-Freeman, 2015). Lamenting the gap she perceived be-
tween research findings and classroom practice, Larsen-Freeman (2015) advocated a 
reconceptualisation of grammar teaching beyond viewing it as a mere rule-governed 
accuracy-driven system. In her view, making research relevant to teachers involves 
more than declaring results relevant to practice:
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… perhaps the most important contribution of research to practice is to 
challenge teachers to think differently, to experiment with new practic-
es, and to help them make the tacit explicit by cultivating new ways of 
talking about their practice … (p. 274)
In view of these considerations and motivated by the fact that research exploring and 
analysing cognitions of student teachers that are being educated for the public sector is 
scarce, we conducted a series of studies that examined the cognitions that undergradu-
ate and post-graduate student teachers of English as a foreign language (EFL) have on 
grammar instruction. In a recent article (Graus & Coppen, 2016) (see also Chapter 3), we 
reported on a quantitative study in which we developed and validated a questionnaire 
and administered it to 832 student teachers. The questionnaire measured the respond-
ents’ attitudes towards four construct pairs that reflect widely accepted dichotomies 
in instructed SLA research: meaning- versus form-focused instruction, focus on form 
(FonF) versus focus on forms (FonFs), implicit versus explicit instruction, and inductive 
versus deductive instruction (see also next section). Overall, respondents were found to 
prefer form-focused, explicit, and inductive instruction. In addition, lower-year under-
graduates preferred FonFs, while higher-year undergraduates and post-graduates did 
not show a clear preference for either FonFs or FonF. When learner level was factored 
in, form-focused and inductive instruction and FonFs came out as the methods of 
choice for higher-level (pre-university) learners, while meaning-focused and deductive 
instruction were more likely to be associated with lower-level (pre-vocational) learners. 
Finally, grammatical difficulty was also found to influence the respondents’ answers. 
Explicit and deductive instruction were seen as superior to inductive and implicit in-
struction for dealing with difficult grammatical structures.
Quantitative studies such as the one described above have, however, a number of 
inherent limitations. Although they provide a general impression of trends and re-
lationships, they ‘do not tell us about the processes that people experience, why they 
responded as they did, the context in which they responded, and their deeper thoughts 
and behaviors that governed their responses’ (Creswell, 2013, p. 48). In our case, this 
meant the survey study had provided us with a clear and extensive notion of what 
English as a foreign language student teachers think and believe regarding grammar 
instruction, but it left unanswered many questions as to the why of their conceptions. 
What was the underlying reasoning for lower-year undergraduates to distinctly pre-
fer FonFs, and why did this preference decrease in more advanced undergraduates 
and post-graduates? Why was meaning-focused and implicit instruction associated 
with lower-level learners, while form-focused and explicit instruction were deemed 
more suitable for higher-level learners? And what is it about deductive instruction that 
makes it more suitable for difficult grammatical items than easier ones – a notion that 
is not supported by SLA research (R. Ellis, 2008)?
To elaborate on and investigate questions raised by our previous findings and to 
offset the inherent limitations of quantitative research methods, the present study 
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took a qualitative, interpretative approach to examine further the cognitions that 
Dutch undergraduate and post-graduate EFL student teachers have on grammar 
teaching – that is, the morphosyntactic dimension of form-focused instruction2 (FFI). 
More specifically, our aim was to expand on the findings of our previous study by ex-
ploring what and how student teachers think about FFI during different stages in their 
educational and professional lives. Additionally, since we found in our previous study 
that learner level and grammatical difficulty influenced the type of FFI student teach-
ers prefer, their cognitions on this relationship were also examined in more detail.
Adopting a qualitative framework enabled us to take an inductive and emerging 
research strategy to focus on the multiple realities of the participants and their sub-
jective and individual views (Creswell, 2013). Accordingly, we formulated the following 
broad and open-ended research questions to guide our study:
(1) How do undergraduate and post-graduate EFL student teachers articulate their cognitions 
on FFI, and what is the reasoning underlying these cognitions?
(2) What role do learner level and grammatical difficulty play in student teachers’ cognitions on 
FFI?
With regard to question 1, we chose three main perspectives (which also featured in 
our previous, quantitative study): (a) the necessity of grammar teaching (i.e., do we 
need FFI, or should we focus on meaning-based activities?); (b) the role of grammar 
teaching in the foreign language curriculum (i.e., should grammar take centre stage 
and be taught systematically, or should we concentrate on grammar features that are 
problematic for students?); and (c) the type of grammar teaching (i.e., should grammar 
be taught explicitly or implicitly, and deductively or inductively?).
To allow for the possibility that student teachers’ cognitions differed in consec-
utive year groups and to give our data analysis additional focus, we specified a third 
research question:
(3) To what extent can differences in cognitions be identified in successive year groups, and 
what is the nature of these differences?
4.2 Background
In this section, we discuss the concepts pertinent to this study. First, we review the FFI 
framework our previous, quantitative study was based on, which is also the basis of the 
present study. Second, we briefly discuss the multifaceted nature of language teacher 
cognitions.
4.2.1 Form-focused instruction
Over the years, various taxonomies of instructed SLA have been proposed, each em-
phasising different aspects. Williams (2005), for instance, focused on the dichotomy 
between planned and spontaneous focus on form, between reactive and proactive in-
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Necessity Meaning-focused instruction (MFI) Focus on meaning, communication, authen-
tic tasks, immersion, and comprehensible 
input
Learners receive no grammar instruction
Form-focused instruction (FFI) Focus on form as well as on meaning
Grammar instruction is part of teaching
Role Focus on form (FonF) Overriding focus on meaning and commu-
nication
FFI only in response to or anticipation of 
learners’ needs
FFI is brief and unobtrusive (during mean-
ing-focused activities)
Focus on forms (FonFs) Grammar syllabus is taught systematically
FFI as main objective of (part of ) lessons
Teaching options Implicit instruction Learners’ attention is attracted to linguistic 
forms without direct explanation or discus-
sion of a rule
Explicit instruction Learners are taught a metalinguistic rule
Inductive instruction Learners induce a rule themselves based on 
exemplars
Deductive instruction Learners are first presented with a rule, after 
which exemplars are discussed
Table 4.1. The necessity of FFI, its role in the curriculum, and teaching options
terventions, and between intensive and extensive instruction. Loewen (2011) discussed 
a similar model, but he also incorporated meaning-focused instruction and Long’s 
(1991) focus on forms. R. Ellis’ (2001b) taxonomy is based on the distribution of in-
struction (i.e., intensive or extensive). Doughty and Williams (1998b), finally, focused 
on the criterion of obtrusiveness of instructional interventions. In the present discus-
sion, we zero in on three general perspectives on form-focused instruction that are 
grounded in these models (see also Graus & Coppen, 2016) (Chapter 3): (a) the necessity 
of FFI; (b) its role in the curriculum; and (c) a broad typology of teaching options (see 
Table 4.1 for a summary of definitions).
In terms of the necessity of form-focused instruction, the dichotomous paradigm 
separating meaning-focused instruction from form-focused instruction is a helpful 
division. Meaning-focused instruction (MFI) emphasises the communicative nature of 
language use and the conveyance of meaning of messages (de Graaff & Housen, 2009). 
The goal here is not to confront learners with certain grammatical structures, but to 
enable them to acquire language naturally by (comprehensible) input or communica-
tive tasks (Ur, 2011). Grammar instruction and learning discrete linguistic items is 
rejected since proponents claim these do not benefit the development of the learners’ 
interlanguage system (Loewen, 2011). Examples of MFI are (strong forms of ) commu-
nicative language teaching (Savignon, 2005), content-based instruction (Lyster, 2007b), 
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and immersion programmes (Johnstone, 2002; Lyster, 1987). The opposite of MFI is 
form-focused instruction, an umbrella term used to describe teaching activities that 
focus learners’ attention to linguistic features (Williams, 2005). R. Ellis (2015b) defined 
it as instruction involving ‘some attempt to focus learners’ attention on specific prop-
erties of the L2 so that they will learn them’ (p. 317). Although presented here as a di-
chotomy, in practice MFI and FFI are often not considered to be mutually exclusive. 
Once teachers have decided to incorporate a form-focused aspect into their lan-
guage teaching, they must determine the role FFI will play in their curriculum. In 
a synthetic approach to language teaching, teachers present grammatical structures 
linearly, which are subsequently practised by learners (Ur, 2011). Such an approach is 
closely associated with what Long (1991) called a focus on forms, which conceptualises 
language learning as a process of assembling distinct linguistic structures (R. Ellis, 
2015b). Teaching activities and materials are aimed at presenting and practising these 
structures one at a time, thereby ‘largely ignor[ing] language learning processes or 
tacitly assum[ing] a discredited behaviorist model’ (Long & Robinson, 1998, p. 16). If 
teachers, however, are opposed to the idea of presenting grammar points linearly and 
in isolation, then FFI often takes the shape of a focus on form (Long, 1991) – that is, 
‘overtly draw[ing] attention to linguistic elements as they arise incidentally in lessons 
whose overriding focus is on meaning or communication’ (pp. 45–46). FonF conceives 
FFI as part of a meaning- or communication-driven approach with incidental focus on 
form in response to communicative needs (R. Ellis, 2001b). 
Spada (1997) elaborated Long’s original FonF definition by including not only reac-
tive but also proactive attention to linguistic forms and structures. As well as consid-
ering error correction for instance as being part of FonF, she also included activities 
that are meant to focus learners’ attention to linguistic form, provided the overriding 
emphasis of a lesson remains communicative and meaning-oriented in nature. In line 
with this definition, Spada and Lightbown (2008) proposed a classification comple-
mentary to the FonF–FonFs distinction: isolated FFI versus integrated FFI (see also 
Spada, Jessop, Tomita, Suzuki, & Valeo, 2014). Integrated FFI draws learners’ attention 
to ‘language form during communicative or content-based instruction’ (p. 186) – and as 
such it corresponds to FonF. Isolated FFI can be said to take a middle position between 
FonF and FonFs inasmuch as it focuses on forms ‘in activities that are separate from 
the communicative use of language’ (p. 186), but it still occurs as ‘part of a program 
that also includes CLT [communicative language teaching] and/or CBI [content-based 
instruction]’ (p. 186). Accordingly, in more contemporary treatments of FonF the con-
struct is often stretched to include isolated and integrated FFI as well as reactive and 
pre-emptive FFI (R. Ellis, 2016; Long, 2015).
Within the framework discussed so far, there are various teaching options. Here 
we present two broad dichotomies that encompass many of these options, the first 
of which is the distinction between implicit and explicit FFI. Implicit FFI involves 
encouraging learners to use certain forms without their being aware of a rule (Ur, 
2011). Such implicit3 form-focused teaching can take the form of, for instance, expo-
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sure to enhanced or enriched input (Lee & Huang, 2008), or confronting learners with 
(semi-)formulaic morphosyntactic structures and asking them to learn these by heart, 
which allows them to extrapolate grammatical information (Ding, 2007; N. Ellis, 2002; 
Fitzpatrick & Wray, 2006; Taguchi, 2007). In contrast to implicit teaching, explicit in-
struction is a concept easier to define. It involves ‘some sort of rule being thought 
about during the learning process’ (DeKeyser, 1995, p. 380). That is, learners are made 
aware of a metalinguistic rule (R. Ellis, 2015b). Examples include the PPP model (pres-
ent–practise–produce), processing instruction (VanPatten, 1996, 2004), and conscious-
ness-raising techniques (Nitta & Gardner, 2005).
The second dichotomy – deductive versus inductive instruction – is a further sub-
classification of explicit teaching. In deductive grammar teaching, learners are first 
presented with an explicit rule, after which examples are discussed (R. Ellis, 2015b) 
and the target structure is practised. Inductive teaching involves presenting learners 
with examples, which are the basis for inducing rules (DeKeyser, 1995; Hulstijn, 2005). 
There are various strategies for inductive teaching (Vogel et al., 2011). In some cases 
learners have to find the rules themselves (Shaffer, 1989), sometimes supported by 
teachers asking a number of guiding questions, such as in Adair-Hauck, Donato, and 
Cumo-Johanssen’s (2005) co-construction phase of their PACE model (presentation, 
attention to form, co-construction, extension). In other cases, textbooks take over the 
teacher’s role by presenting learners with questions that assist them in coming up 
with appropriate rules.
4.2.2 Teacher cognitions
In the past forty years, the field of teacher cognition research has expanded consider-
ably, in the context of both general education and language teaching (S. Borg, 2006; 
Burns et al., 2015; Fives & Gill, 2015). Teaching is no longer seen and studied solely 
as a set of observable behaviours, but also as the result of cognitive and affective de-
cision-making processes in the mind of the teacher. The multifaceted nature of the 
research field and the topic under investigation, however, has made studying cogni-
tions a complex and sometimes problematic endeavour, as is evident from the prolif-
eration of terms and concepts that characterise the field (S. Borg, 2006). For instance, 
some researchers prefer to use the term beliefs (e.g., Barcelos, 2003; Woods, 1996), while 
others use the broader term cognitions, which besides beliefs comprises knowledge, 
attitudes, and thoughts (S. Borg, 2006). Other terms that refer to teacher cognitions 
include pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1986), practical knowledge (Calderhead, 
1988), personal practical knowledge (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988), personal theories (Sendan 
& Roberts, 1998), theoretical beliefs (K. Johnson, 1992), knowledge base for teachers (Freeman 
& Johnson, 1998), and professional knowledge in action (Wette, 2010).
To complicate matters further, the notions these terms refer to are not always the 
same. From a philosophical and epistemological standpoint, for example, objective 
knowledge and subjective beliefs are quite different (Fenstermacher, 1994). It is ques-
tionable, however, whether knowledge and beliefs are truly separate notions in the 
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mind of teachers instead of being inextricably intertwined (Pajares, 1992). One way 
of dealing with this issue is removing this strict distinction when doing empirical 
research (Verloop et al., 2001). Borg’s (2006) overarching teacher cognitions can also be 
seen as an attempt at unifying frequently studied notions in one term. Another exam-
ple is beliefs, assumptions, knowledge (BAK), a term coined by Woods (1996), which also 
represents the view that subjective and objective knowledge in a teacher’s mind are 
inseparably entwined. Woods argued that rather than treating the two terms as a di-
chotomy, they should be referred to as a continuum. In a later publication, Woods and 
Çakır (2011) expanded on this idea by postulating a continuum with on the one end 
objective, impersonal knowledge and on the other subjective, personal beliefs. Objec-
tive knowledge is emotion-free and impersonal or universal. Subjective beliefs, on the 
other hand, are imbued with emotions and moral judgements and are highly personal. 
Apart from the objective–subjective dichotomy, Woods and Çakır (2011) argued 
there is another way of characterising cognitions, namely by making a distinction be-
tween theoretical, articulated knowledge and implicitly held, experientially derived 
knowledge. They framed this distinction also as a continuum – with theoretical knowl-
edge (i.e., explicit, declarative, verbalised) on the one end and practical knowledge (i.e., 
implicit, procedural, tacit) on the other. In a study of six recently graduated Turk-
ish language teachers’ beliefs on communicative language teaching, Woods and Çakır 
found that theoretical, impersonal knowledge was valued highly by the participants. 
It was, however, also often isolated from the teachers’ personal experiences (practical 
knowledge). In addition, their results showed the dynamic and interconnected nature 
of the two continuums: through a process of experience and reflection, theoretical 
knowledge can become personalised, and practical knowledge can become articulated 
and inform theoretical knowledge.
Related to this discussion is the notion that a belief system comprises core and 
peripheral beliefs (T. Green, 1971; Pajares, 1992). Core beliefs are defined as stable and 
having a strong influence on actions. Peripheral beliefs are hypothesised to be more 
changeable and to have a lesser impact on teachers’ practices. In a multiple-source 
qualitative study, S. Phipps and Borg (2009) examined the beliefs and practices of three 
EFL teachers working at a preparatory school of a private English-language universi-
ty in Turkey. They concluded that when practice diverges from beliefs on language 
learning and teaching this may be caused by deeper, more general beliefs teachers 
hold about teaching, for instance about learners’ needs or classroom management. 
They also found that beliefs that were grounded not only in theory but also in practi-
cal experience influenced teachers’ practice more than beliefs that were not based in 
practice. Consequently, they suggested that core beliefs ‘are experientially engrained, 
while peripheral beliefs, though theoretically embraced, will not be held with the same 
level of conviction’ (p. 388). 
Other topics that are often the focus of discussion in teacher cognition research are 
the origins of beliefs and what the extent of their impact is. In a seminal publication, 
S. Borg (2006) identified a model of three main sources of beliefs: schooling, teach-
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er education, and classroom experience. The first – schooling – is based on Lortie’s 
(1975) concept of apprenticeship of observation – that is, ‘the average student has spent 
13,000 hours in direct contact with classroom teachers by the time he graduates from 
high school’ (p. 61). As a consequence, when students start their pre-service teacher ed-
ucation, they are likely to hold many preconceptions about teaching, which can act as 
filters for future learning opportunities. In numerous studies, this influence has been 
empirically shown to exist (e.g., Busch, 2010; Farrell & Lim, 2005; Fleming, Bangou, & 
Fellis, 2011; Mattheoudakis, 2007).
The influence of teacher education – second in Borg’s (2006) model – has also 
been discussed by various researchers. Some of them found its influence to be either 
non-existent or limited (Altan, 2006; M. Borg, 2005; Çapan, 2014; Peacock, 2001; Urm-
ston, 2003). Others, however, found clear indications of a (beneficial) impact of teach-
er education (Busch, 2010; Cabaroglu & Roberts, 2000; Mattheoudakis, 2007; Özmen, 
2012). Still others found differential effects. S. Phipps and Borg (2009), for instance, 
suggested that teacher education is more likely to influence peripheral beliefs than 
core beliefs. 
The third factor influencing teacher cognitions comprises classroom practice and 
external factors such as parents, curricular concerns, and school administration (S. 
Borg, 1999a; Eisenstein Ebsworth & Schweers, 1997; Tsui, 1996; Urmston & Penning-
ton, 2008). It should be noted, though, that although experience can certainly affect 
teacher beliefs and vice versa (Breen et al., 2001; Sato & Kleinsasser, 2004), contextual 
factors have also been shown to mediate or inhibit the relationship between beliefs 
and practice (Fang, 1996; Liao, 2003) without clear evidence of these factors actually 
influencing beliefs. Indeed, the misalignment between cognitions and practice has re-
ceived considerable attention in the field (Basturkmen, 2012). Several researchers have 
stressed that cognitions are not always a trustworthy guide to reality (Basturkmen et 
al., 2004; Fung & Chow, 2002), among other things because of the aforementioned sit-
uational constraints, although methodological issues may also have played a role here 
(Basturkmen, 2012). Nonetheless, it is generally accepted that cognitions are a core 
element of teachers’ decision-making processes and their teaching (Arnett & Turnbull, 
2008; S. Borg, 2011b; Isikoglu et al., 2009). 
4.2.3 Language teacher cognitions
The interest in teacher cognition in general education was soon followed by studies 
that focused on subject-specific teacher cognitions. As early as the mid-1970s, the first 
studies on L1 (first language), L2 (second language), and FL (foreign language) teacher 
beliefs and cognitions were published. A relatively large proportion of the research 
consists of small-scale qualitative studies or case studies (see also Basturkmen, 2012). 
Simon Borg, for instance, conducted a number of investigations into the cognitions 
of a small group of EFL teachers working in Maltese language institutions (S. Borg, 
1998a, 1998b, 1999b, 2001, 2003a). Focusing mainly on grammar teaching, he explored 
topics such as metalanguage, personal pedagogical systems, teacher decision-making, 
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teachers’ theories, and knowledge about language (KAL), laying the groundwork for 
many other scholars interested in the field. In an influential publication in 2006, he 
reviewed over 180 studies on language teacher cognitions, which – combined with the 
results of his own inquiries – lead to a conceptual model of the processes and ele-
ments involved in language teacher cognition, a model still valued and used today (see 
previous section for a brief description).
Within the field of (foreign) language teacher cognition research, various issues 
have been explored. Topics range from beliefs on listening (S. Graham, Santos, & 
Francis-Brophy, 2014), writing (Min, 2013), literacy (Falcón-Huertas, 2006), and target 
language use (Levine, 2003), to error correction and feedback (Mori, 2011; Park, 2010; 
Rahimi & Zhang, 2015), and general beliefs about language learning (Kissau, Algozzine, 
& Yon, 2013; Peacock, 1999, 2001). In addition to teacher cognitions, learner beliefs 
and their alignment to teacher beliefs have also been investigated (A. Brown, 2009; 
M. Graham, 2011; Loewen et al., 2009), often finding a mismatch. Lastly, the relation-
ship between cognitions and practice is a theme that has been explored in language 
instruction as well as in general education. S. Phipps and Borg (2009), for example, 
conceptualised this relationship as tensions between beliefs and classroom reality in 
which generic beliefs about teaching sometimes take precedence over specific lan-
guage-teaching beliefs. Basturkmen (2012) concluded, however, that there are still 
many contradictory findings regarding the connection between cognitions and prac-
tice, mainly because much of the research is based on case studies, which offer rich 
and in-depth data but whose results are often difficult to generalise.
With regard to grammar instruction, in recent years several studies have examined 
cognitions about the degree of integration of grammar teaching and skills work, and 
the degree of explicitness. In the former discussion, various studies have found that 
both learners and teachers lean more towards an integrated focus on form than a sep-
arate FFI component. In an EAP (English for academic purposes) context, for instance, 
teachers preferred using authentic texts to treat grammatical items (Barnard & Scamp-
ton, 2008; Burgess & Etherington, 2002). S. Borg and Burns (2008) also found a strong 
preference for integrating grammar instruction with skill-based activities among 176 
English language teachers from 18 different nations – an outcome similar to Song-
hori (2012), who found that both learners and teachers had a preference for integrat-
ed FFI. Elgün-Gündüz, Akcan, and Bayyurt (2012) found similar results for Turkish 
learners, who stressed that integrated FFI was more motivating and helpful to transfer 
grammatical knowledge to real communicative situations. A final example is the study 
by Valeo and Spada (2016), who investigated learners’ and teachers’ views with regard 
to the timing of grammar instruction, making a distinction between integrated and 
isolated FFI within a communicative setting (Lightbown, 1998; Spada & Lightbown, 
2008). Both teachers and learners – in an EFL context in Brazil and an ESL (English as 
a second language) context in Canada – showed a clear preference for integrated FFI. 
Nonetheless, the value of isolated FFI was also acknowledged by both groups, for in-
stance for grammatical features that are not very salient in the input (such as the third 
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person singular -s in English).
Interestingly, although there seems to be some consensus about the integration of 
skills work and grammar, there is also evidence that teachers still attach great value to 
explicit grammar instruction as opposed to implicit and more naturalistic approach-
es. The EAP instructors in Burgess and Etherington’s (2002) study viewed grammar 
as a framework or basic system for the rest of the language. They reported engaging 
in explicit grammar teaching because students expected them to, but most of them 
also agreed that grammar instruction is helpful for students. Similarly, S. Borg and 
Burns (2008) found that although teachers ‘did not see their roles primarily in terms 
of explaining rules and correcting errors’ (p. 463), they did prefer explicit teaching 
particularly for older learners. 
4.2.4 Present study
This chapter expands on the work discussed in the previous subsections by closely 
examining the cognitions of pre-service (undergraduate) and in-service (post-grad-
uate) EFL student teachers in a Dutch context. Cognitions are defined here as what 
student teachers know, think, believe, and feel (S. Borg, 2006, 2012) about the practice 
and backgrounds of grammar teaching, and include both objective knowledge and 
propositions that are evaluative in nature and often ‘imbued with emotive commit-
ment’ (M. Borg, 2005, p. 186). Further, by utilising construct pairs originating from SLA 
research, a link was established with this field in order to contribute to the notion that 
teacher cognition research can – at least in part – become ‘the study of the sense and 
use teachers make of theories suggested by SLA’ (S. Borg, 2006, p. 286) (see also Busch, 
2010; Larsen-Freeman, 2015). Finally, the mixed-methods approach (Creswell & Plano 
Clark, 2011) taken here allowed us not only to gather in-depth qualitative data but also 
to examine quantitative data, which are more amenable to generalisation (for the lat-
ter, see Graus & Coppen, 2016) (Chapter 3).
4.3 Method
The aim of our investigation was to gain insight into the cognitions that Dutch under-
graduate and post-graduate EFL student teachers have on form-focused instruction, 
elaborating on and explaining the findings of our previous quantitative study. In this 
section, we discuss the procedures and methods used. First, we expound on the epis-
temological and ontological foundations of our approach. Then, details are provided 
on the research participants and the data collection method we selected, which was 
focus-group interviews. The development of the discussion guide is also delineated. 
We finish this section by examining the data analysis strategies and our approaches to 
enhancing validity and reliability.
4.3.1 Background
Our methodological approach can perhaps best be described as pragmatist (Ormerod, 
2006). On the one hand our investigation was based on the results of our previous 
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quantitative study (Graus & Coppen, 2016) (Chapter 3) as well as a thorough exami-
nation of relevant SLA literature, which we used as the starting point for developing 
the focus-group protocol. On the other hand, we attempted to keep the discussions as 
open as possible, leaving the participants free to describe and give meaning to their 
own specific, everyday experiences (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009) with grammar teaching. 
In the analysis of the interview data, we took the same pragmatist stance, again 
combining post-positivist (Bernard & Ryan, 1998; J. Willis, 2007) and interpretivist (J. 
Willis, 2007) perspectives as both thematic methods and (to a lesser degree) quantifi-
cation were employed to make sense of the interview data. More specifically, we used 
Guest, MacQueen, and Namey’s (2012) framework of applied thematic analysis, ‘a type 
of inductive analysis of qualitative data that can involve multiple analytic techniques’ 
(p. 4) that are based on phenomenology and grounded theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2015).
4.3.2 Participants and context
The participants were all EFL student teachers (native speakers of Dutch) enrolled in 
either an undergraduate (pre-service) Bachelor of Education (B.Ed.) programme or a 
post-graduate (in-service) Master of Education (M.Ed.) programme at a Dutch univer-
sity of applied sciences (N = 74). The undergraduate programme – a four-year full-time 
course – leads to a so-called Grade II certification, which is required to teach Eng-
lish in lower secondary school in the Netherlands. The post-graduate programme – a 
three-year work–study track – results in a Grade I certification, allowing graduates to 
teach upper secondary school. To be admitted to the post-graduate course, students 
need to have a Grade II certification and a B.Ed. degree. Also, these students usual-
ly have considerable teaching experience. The undergraduate curriculum comprises 
four main components: (a) language skills (students are required to attain near-native 
proficiency); (b) literature and culture; (c) applied linguistics (e.g., grammar, SLA, syn-
tax, phonetics); and (d) professional studies (e.g., educational science, methodology of 
teaching English as a foreign language (TEFL), pedagogical grammar, school place-
ments, research skills). The post-graduate curriculum is geared towards deepening 
students’ understanding of components (b) and (c), with an additional emphasis on 
teaching upper secondary school English, research methodology, and academic skills. 
Both programmes actively endorse the communicative paradigm in language teach-
ing, as a result of which methodological courses focus on skills and vocabulary teach-
ing and active learning. Nevertheless, students are required to demonstrate extensive 
knowledge of metalinguistic grammatical concepts as part of their future identities as 
EFL teachers. At the same time, they are actively coached to consider the limitations of 
teaching declarative grammatical knowledge (grammar rules) as conclusive empirical 
proof of its favourable effect on language acquisition remains elusive.
For practical reasons, we approached only students from one university of applied 
sciences (where the first author works). In the previous study, students from nine uni-
versities had participated, but statistical analyses showed no significant differences 
in cognitions between the samples originating from these institutions. Therefore, we 
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felt confident that including students from only one institution would not negatively 
affect the reliability of our results. More specifically, the participants for this study 
were selected using a stratified purposeful sampling strategy (Miles, Huberman, & 
Saldaña, 2014). We identified five groups: year 1 to year 4 undergraduate students and 
post-graduate students. From this pool, we approached students that had also partic-
ipated in our previous, quantitative study one year earlier, and that had indicated at 
the time that they were willing to take part in a follow-up study. The only exception 
to this strategy were our first-year participants, who did not participate in our previ-
ous study since they were not yet enrolled at the time; from this group, we randomly 
invited participants. From each year group, a random sample of 20 to 30 students was 
invited to take part in the focus-group interviews. Ultimately, we were able to conduct 
two focus-group interviews per year group, each consisting of between 6 to 10 partic-
ipants. For further details, see Table 4.2. Each group discussion lasted between 90 and 
120 minutes.
4.3.3 Discussion guide development
Besides exploring student teachers’ cognitions that occupy the impersonal and the-
oretical end of Woods and Çakır’s (2011) dimensional model, we also attempted to 
tap into students’ personal and practical knowledge. To this end, we developed our 
interview guide around so-called vignettes, brief evocative quotes from fictional teach-
ers who discuss how they typically teach grammar. By using descriptions of realis-
tic teaching scenarios we hoped to elicit cognitions that ‘reflect more closely those 
[beliefs] that teachers draw on in practice (as opposed to their theoretical beliefs)’ (S. 
Borg, 2006, p. 176). Moreover, asking (student) teachers directly what their teaching 
philosophy is may be an unproductive or counterproductive strategy, since they do 
not always ‘possess language with which to describe and label their beliefs, and they 
may be reluctant to espouse them publicly’ (Kagan, 1992a, p. 66). In the field of lan-
guage teacher cognitions, this indirect strategy for eliciting cognitions has been used 
Year group Male Female n Mean age Mean years
 of experience
Undergraduate year 1 5 8 13 19.1 –
Undergraduate year 2 5 11 16 19.2 –
Undergraduate year 3 3 10 13 21.8 –
Undergraduate year ≥4 7 8 15 23.4 –
Post-graduate 6 11 17 33.6 7.3
Total N 26 48 74 – –
Table 4.2. Participant details
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successfully before, both in quantitative and qualitative studies (e.g., Basturkmen et al., 
2004; El-Okda, 2005; McCarthey, 1992; Mosenthal, 1995).
We wrote eight vignettes, presented to participants in pairs: (a) meaning-focused 
versus form-focused teaching; (b) FonF versus FonFs; (c) implicit versus explicit gram-
mar teaching; and (d) inductive versus deductive grammar teaching (see Figure 4.1 for 
an example; the text of all vignettes can be found in Appendix C). In each vignette, 
the focus-group participants were given a short, one-paragraph quote from a fictional 
teacher who talks about his or her grammar teaching beliefs and preferences. The vi-
gnettes were written by both researchers, reviewed by five expert teacher educators of 
English, all of whom had at least eight years of experience, and piloted in a group of 
15 student teachers. The educators’ and students’ comments were subsequently incor-
porated in the vignettes.
Next, a semi-structured discussion guide was developed around the eight vignettes. 
Figure 4.1. Example of a vignette pair (inductive versus deductive grammar teaching). The vi-
gnettes used in the study were in Dutch
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For each vignette pair the following open questions were incorporated in the discus-
sion guide:
(1) How would you characterise the difference between the two teachers and their 
grammar teaching practices? Which do you prefer, and what are the advantages 
and disadvantages?
(2) What are your own views of and experiences with the types of (grammar) teaching 
exemplified in the vignettes? Which do you prefer, and what are your reasons?
(3) To what extent and how do learner level and grammatical difficulty affect your 
views?
Learner level was operationalised by referring to the two opposite ends of the Dutch 
secondary school system: VMBO (pre-vocational education) pupils and VWO (pre-uni-
versity) pupils. To explain grammatical difficulty, examples of easy and complex 
structures were given (see Graus & Coppen, 2015 for selection criteria) (Chapter 2). 
Grammatical difficulty was only investigated in relation to the explicit–implicit and 
the deductive–inductive distinction, since MFI versus FFI and FonF versus FonFs are 
curriculum-based choices, making it improbable that teachers would vary these on 
a lesson-by-lesson basis as a result of the difficulty of the grammar structure that is 
dealt with.
4.3.4 Data collection
The data were collected using focus-group interviews in June and August–October 
2015. Morgan (1997) defined focus groups ‘as a research technique that collects data 
through group interaction on a topic determined by the researcher’ (p. 6), which can 
vary in terms of formality (King & Horrocks, 2010). Krueger and Casey (2015) defined 
focus-group research as ‘a carefully planned series of [group] discussions designed 
to obtain perceptions on a defined area of interest in a permissive, nonthreatening 
environment’ (p. 2). Steward and Shamdasani (2015) referred to focus groups as ‘group 
depth interviews’ (p. 1).
Focus-group interviews have a number of advantages that made them a particular-
ly attractive choice for our purposes here. The interaction within a focus group is con-
ducive of yielding the best information when participants stem from a similar context, 
are willing to cooperate, and when one-on-one interviewing may inhibit answering, 
for instance because respondents may feel they lack adequate vocabulary to express 
themselves (Krueger & Casey, 2015; Morgan, 1997; Steward & Shamdasani, 2015). The 
interactive nature of focus groups encourages ‘a great variety of communication from 
participants … [h]elps to identify group norms … facilitates the expression of ideas 
and experiences that might be left underdeveloped in an interview’ (Kitzinger, 1994, p. 
116). Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) also emphasised the lively interaction that is often 
found in focus groups, which may result in ‘more spontaneous expressive and emo-
tional views than in individual, often more cognitive, interviews’ (p. 150). Another ad-
vantage of utilising focus groups is that they can ‘reveal the social and cultural context 
of people’s understandings and beliefs’ (King & Horrocks, 2010, p. 61). Finally, they are 
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especially suitable for discovering what participants think and the reasoning under-
lying their thoughts (Morgan, 1997). Also, conflicting views between participants can 
help explain people’s beliefs (Kitzinger, 1994).
To capitalise on these benefits, we based our methodological approach on Steward 
and Shamdasani’s (2015) four normative criteria for focus groups. Firstly, such group 
interviews should have a singular focus of interest. Secondly, the interactional aspect 
of focus groups should be exploited. That is, observations of how participants accept 
and reject each other’s contributions are an important part of group interviews, and in 
order to promote a free and lively exchange of thoughts, participating groups should 
have a relatively homogeneous composition. Thirdly, focus group interviews should 
seek in-depth knowledge by limiting the number of topics raised and by also utilis-
ing indirect approaches to asking questions. Lastly, focus-groups should honour a 
humanistic criterion, as it is a qualitative instrument that is particularly suitable for 
unearthing meaning rather than measuring variables. As such, active listening, open-
ness, and empathy are part and parcel of the approach. 
All focus-group interviews were audiorecorded and transcribed verbatim by a re-
search assistant. The transcripts were then checked against the recordings by the first 
author, after which they were imported into NVivo 10 for coding and further analysis. 
4.3.5 Data analysis and presentation
To fully exploit the advantages that focus groups have to offer we analysed our data 
on three different levels. Firstly, we focused on the individual unit of analysis, which 
according to Cyr’s (2016) meta-analysis of focus groups as a social research method is 
an efficient way to examine multiple viewpoints. Secondly, the group unit of analy-
sis allowed us to test for group consensus. Lastly, the interactive unit of analysis (the 
interaction between participants) enabled us to exploit the synergistic nature of fo-
cus-group research ‘uncovering nuances and complexities that may not otherwise be 
anticipated’ (Cyr, 2016, p. 248).
As mentioned before, our overall data analysis strategy was based on the applied 
thematic analysis (ATA) framework by Guest et al. (2012), who described it as a ‘rigor-
ous, yet inductive, set of procedures designed to identify and examine themes from 
textual data in a way that is transparent and credible’ (p. 15). ATA does not have its roots 
in one particular theoretical perspective, but is based on a synthesis of several tradi-
tions, such as interpretivism, grounded theory, post-positivism, and phenomenology. 
More specifically, we used exploratory strategies as well as explanatory strategies for 
analysing our data. To analyse how student teachers thought about grammar teach-
ing we employed open, inductive, and exploratory strategies, such as content-driven, 
descriptive coding. In addition, we also used deductive strategies (such as structural 
coding and concept-driven coding), following Morse and Mitcham’s (2002) stepwise 
conceptual research process. This process involved utilising a skeletal conceptual 
framework, which in our case was provided by our previous study (see discussion of 
the four construct pairs in the Background section). This framework was used as a 
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scaffold, focusing our data collection and analysis while at the same time leaving suf-
ficient room for inductively exploring our data in a way that is akin to initial coding.
In practical terms, the data analysis procedures involved three cycles (King & Hor-
rocks, 2010). In the first cycle, the transcription database (containing over 134,000 
words) was divided into meaningful segments. Next, these segments were assigned 
codes to identify speakers, and structural codes, which were based on the topics raised 
in the discussion guide. Finally, the data within the structural codes were analysed 
further using initial (open) coding procedures (Corbin & Strauss, 2015), assigning ap-
propriate descriptive codes as well as in-vivo codes and process codes through induc-
tive analysis. In the second cycle, through a process of constant comparison (Corbin 
& Strauss, 2015), interpretive (category) codes were assigned to groups of initial codes 
that shared a common meaningful aspect. In the final cycle, overarching themes were 
defined on the basis of the interpretive categories. These last two cycles are compara-
ble to focused coding (Charmaz, 2014), pattern coding (Miles et al., 2014), and axial and 
theoretical coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). (The complete coding scheme is available 
in Appendix D.)
As a final step in the analysis, we compared the coding results of each of the sub-
groups and determined which themes were most salient in the data – a process for 
which two criteria were used. A theme was considered major if it (or an aspect of it) 
was commented on in at least seven focus groups (out of ten), and if it was discussed by 
a minimum of four student teachers per group, so as to provide the researchers with 
sufficiently nuanced data to warrant in-depth analysis. Since precise quantification is 
incompatible with the qualitative nature of this study – both in terms of objective and 
method – no exact frequency figures are presented in the results section, heeding Yin’s 
(2016) warning that ‘reassembling data by counting frequencies is not an analytic strat-
egy that will result in especially insightful qualitative research’ (p. 212).4 Additionally, 
the purposive sampling method and relatively small number of participants preclud-
ed generalisation of numerical data in a traditional, statistical sense. Also, focus-group 
interviews are not a suitable method to objectively measure and quantify each aspect 
of a statement made by a participant and determine the precise extent to which other 
participants agree. Therefore, the results presented in the next section are inherently 
limited to an (albeit extensive and rich) qualitative analysis and narrative account of 
the major trends (unless explicitly stated otherwise) found in the data without ref-
erence to the exact magnitude of these trends. To illustrate the trends and ground 
them in the data, excerpts were chosen that succinctly yet comprehensively represent 
the major themes and categories, providing the participants’ perspective in their own 
voice and elucidating the connection between the analysis and the actual data.
4.3.6 Validity and reliability
To enhance validity and reliability, a number of measures were taken. Firstly, to min-
imise social desirability bias we clearly and elaborately instructed the participants 
that we were genuinely interested in their own opinions of grammar instruction, that 
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there was no such thing as ‘wrong’, ‘incorrect’, or ‘silly’ answers, and that we were not 
interested in their rehashing the opinions of their instructors. In addition, we em-
phasised the confidential nature of each group interview and that anonymity would 
be guaranteed. Further, by introducing vignettes we used a form of indirect question-
ing, which has been found to reduce considerably any dynamics of social desirability 
(Fisher, 1993; Fisher & Tellis, 1998). Additionally, to avoid participants’ concealing their 
opinions if a majority of the group had an opposing view (a possible drawback of fo-
cus groups), participants were asked by a show of hands to disclose their preference 
immediately after the introduction of each vignette pair, enabling the moderator to 
follow up on differing viewpoints. Finally, we used a variety of question types, such as 
probes and prompts as well as clarification, verification, reformulation, and interpre-
tative questions (King & Horrocks, 2010), to gain an in-depth and concrete perspective 
on the participants’ cognitions.
Secondly, a comprehensive research database was compiled in order to create a 
clear audit trail (Guest et al., 2012). The database comprised all research logbooks, the 
audio recordings, the transcripts, the code book, the NVivo files, and all the memos 
written during data collection and analysis. 
Thirdly, to verify the reliability of the coding procedures a code-defining approach 
was taken (King & Horrocks, 2010). All transcripts were coded by the first author, after 
which the second author and two other coders independently coded a total of five ran-
domly chosen 10-page fragments from the transcript database. Subsequently, the first 
author sat down with each of them to review and critically scrutinise the double-cod-
ed text. Disagreements in transcript segmentation, code and theme assignment, and 
code definitions (all of which were minimal) were discussed and resolved, after which 
the first author reviewed the entire database to revise coding where necessary: four 
codes were added, one code was split, and one extra category was created, all of which 
resulted in a recoding of approximately seven per cent of the transcript database. 
Finally, to enable readers to judge the study’s transferability, we attempted to write 
the results section with so-called rich and thick descriptions, providing ample direct 
quotes (Creswell, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
4.4 Results
In this section, the results are discussed in connection to the four construct pairs 
central to this investigation. To facilitate interpretation of the results, each subsection 
contains a figure summarising the most salient themes and their interconnections. 
4.4.1 Meaning- and form-focused instruction
Participants in all focus groups agreed that the goal of language instruction in sec-
ondary school is learning to communicate in a foreign language – in this case English. 
However, to reach that objective instruction focusing solely on meaning, skills work, 
and communication was generally deemed inadequate. Instead, most participants pre-
ferred a form-focused component to be present in their teaching, often separated from 
119
Pedagogical grammar cognitions: A qualitative perspective
skills work or communicative practice. According to them, conscious knowledge of 
grammar is necessary for formal correctness, phrase and sentence building, and both 
receptive and productive skills development:
If we want to turn out competent pupils who can speak enough Eng-
lish to get by without making a huge fool of themselves because they 
get things incredibly wrong, then we will have to teach them grammar. 
(UN4A) 5
Besides serving linguistic goals, grammar was often mentioned as an efficient in-
strument offering structure and support – in a prescriptive manner – particularly to 
weaker learners. At the same time, the structured nature of grammar was associated 
with smarter learners who want to understand the system and who are looking for 
descriptive rules:
I think grammar can really help pupils – the ones without a good feel for 
language. That is, having rules of thumb, on paper, gives them some-
thing to hold on to. (UN4B) 
In VWO groups there are a lot of pupils who want to understand the 
how and the why of things. Those pupils should be taught grammar. 
(UN4B)
What I’ve noticed is that if VWO pupils get stuck on grammar, they tend 
to get very stressed about that. They like to know how things work, what 
the system is behind language. (UN1B)
Interestingly, participants had no theories or ideas about how declarative grammatical 
knowledge actually contributes to language acquisition. It was accepted as a given that 
conscious knowledge of grammatical rules can somehow positively affect and contrib-
ute to language production, even spontaneous speech:
You can’t learn how to write in English if you don’t know its grammar. If 
you make many grammar mistakes in your writing, then that skill isn’t 
developed properly. Same goes for speaking. If you make errors, they 
are often of a grammatical nature. I just think grammar is important. 
(UN1A)
Basic knowledge of grammar – that goes for all pupils – and being able 
to apply these rules is part of communicating. If you make basic errors, 
it will disrupt communication. So yes, grammar is part of learning a 
language. (PGMB)
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The preference for FFI was most evident and prevalent in the first- and second-year 
undergraduates, for whom grammar teaching was a straightforward, undisputed, and 
obvious part of EFL instruction. They often referred back to their own language learn-
ing experiences in secondary school, where in most cases traditional grammar teach-
ing was part of the curriculum. Also, they considered grammar courses taught in the 
first two years of their teacher education to be an apt model for EFL teaching in sec-
ondary school, not realising that the objective of these courses (metalinguistic aware-
ness) is different than language teaching in secondary school (language acquisition). 
More than beginning undergraduates, third- and fourth-year undergraduates and 
post-graduates stressed the importance of skills work, comprehensible input, target 
language use, and (communicative) practice as instructional methods. Nonetheless, 
almost all of these students were reluctant to forgo grammar teaching completely in 
favour of more naturalistic approaches:
Yes, well, I feel we need grammar. Perhaps we emphasise it too much 
nowadays. … It’s more important that pupils learn to communicate. 
Still, to be able to do that, they at least need some grammar. (UN4A)
In the entire sample, only two students, both post-graduates, indicated they favoured 
an L1-like approach, immersing their pupils in English without any form-focused in-
struction. However, contextual factors and external constraints prevented them from 
teaching according to their cognitions:
I have to use the course book we have. And there’s testing to consider. 
And also the school administration, who wants me to do all this grading. 
The Schools Inspectorate wants to see those grades as well. (UN4B)
With regard to educational level, MFI was generally associated with VMBO (see also 
Figure 4.2). Avoiding grammar was linked with a lower degree of formal correctness, 
which was seen as acceptable for VMBO pupils:
When I teach VMBO [during school placement], I find grammar less 
important. What are these pupils going to do with English? For them it 
is already quite an achievement when they can make themselves under-
stood in English. (UN3A)
Apart from the more modest learning objectives in VMBO and the perceived lower 
abilities of these learners, reasons for emphasising MFI in this educational type were 
learner characteristics such as their bias towards practical matters and aversion to the-
oretical instruction. In contrast, VWO pupils were generally seen as intelligent, ana-
lytical, eager to learn, and more motivated, all of which made a stronger form-focused 
component the logical choice – even more so because of the more ambitious learning 
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objectives and the fact that these learners were being prepared for university:
What really strikes me when I teach VMBO is the shorter attention span 
of these pupils. They can’t sit still for twenty minutes, taking notes and 
listening to grammar explanations. They want to do things. (UN4B)
Pupils’ attitudes are so incredibly different in each school type. And I 
think you should adapt what you teach – and that includes grammar – 
and the way you teach to fit your pupils. (UN3B)
VWO pupils are more motivated. They are eager to learn, more inquis-
itive. They’re ambitious and want to know how things work. And that’s 
were grammar comes in. (UN1B)
Paradoxically, the reversed situation was also found in the data. Some participants 
considered FFI particularly appropriate for VMBO because of these learners’ need for 
structure (in the form of prescriptive rules). In such cases, MFI was preferred for VWO 
pupils on account of their ability to learn independently and autonomously:
I’m doing a VMBO school placement now. Focusing only on meaning 
has one huge drawback: a complete lack of structure. And the pupils I’m 
teaching now desperately need that structure. (UN3A)
Figure 4.2. Cognitions on meaning-focused (MFI) and form-focused instruction (FFI)
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VWO pupils can do more with less motivation. They don’t necessarily 
need explicit grammar explanations. (UN4A)
What VWO pupils will do, is try and find the regularities on their own. 
(PGMA) 
4.4.2 FonF and FonFs
Even though participants said they did not view grammar as a goal in itself but rather 
as a means to an end, most of them considered structured and systematic grammar 
instruction to be of paramount importance. All major grammatical structures should 
be covered in lower secondary school:
You need to discuss each grammar structure one by one, although that 
doesn’t mean you have to go on and on about them endlessly. What one 
of my teachers did – and I really thought that worked well – was dis-
cuss some grammar almost every lesson. And she also regularly revised 
grammar topics we had dealt with in the past. … In other words, every 
lesson, every week you were fed some grammar. (UN2B)
You need that basis. I really don’t believe that communicative practice 
alone – the communicative approach – will take care of everything. … 
I’m someone who swears by grammar lessons. It’s clear, it’s structured; 
you get to know the why of what you’re doing. It’s a thorough approach, 
and it’s the way I was taught as well. And it worked. (UN4A)
That is not to say, however, that the participants were oblivious to possible drawbacks. 
To avoid overkill and confusing or demotivating pupils, for example, they reported 
that grammar teaching should be alternated with vocabulary and skills work. 
In spite of these reservations, a more integrated approach such as FonF was re-
jected by most students. First of all, the participants felt that only covering grammat-
ical structures (proactively or reactively) that learners have difficulties with would 
be remiss. In many a discussion, a distrust of linguistic instinct or gut feeling was 
evident:
It’s not enough when a pupil only relies on his linguistic instinct! You 
need grammar. Perhaps today he correctly produces: ‘I am walking to 
school’, but next week it’ll be: ‘I walk to school’. There’s no structure to 
his thinking. It all depends on coincidence. (UN2A)
Learners need to know why something is incorrect. But – and perhaps 
even more importantly – they also need to know why something is cor-
rect. (UN2A) 
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Additionally, the student teachers felt that briefly interrupting a communicative task 
for a form-focused activity would not do justice to the complexities of grammar. Learn-
ers, they maintained, are entitled to more comprehensive grammatical explanations. 
Finally, there were a lot of misgivings about the practicality of a FonF-like method. 
How to decide on what structures to deal with in class? And isn’t it naive to expect all 
pupils in a group to be on the same level?
I wonder how you would know whether all pupils can use a certain 
structure correctly. I mean there’s always going to be a few pupils who 
make mistakes. You can’t generalise because you’ll always have a couple 
of weaker students. So what exactly do you focus on? (UN3A)
Regarding the VMBO–VWO distinction, a pattern similar to the previous construct 
pair was identified (see also Figure 4.3). Although unpopular, FonF generated the least 
opposition in higher-year undergraduates and post-graduates. A few participants con-
sidered it a viable option for VMBO pupils, since these learners were not expected or 
required to reach an advanced command of English:
I say to myself: What do learners need? What do we expect them to be 
able to do? What should they achieve? VMBO pupils will probably need 
some English for vocational training after secondary school, but there 
the focus will also be on communicating the message and not necessar-
ily on correct language use. (PGMA)
Figure 4.3. Cognitions on focus on form (FonF) and focus on forms (FonFs)
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Most participants, however, considered FonF a relatively inadequate approach, which 
at best could be used for VWO pupils, since they were perceived to be better equipped 
for independently compensating for its shortcomings. Generally speaking, though, 
FonFs was preferred for both VWO and VMBO. A major argument for this choice was 
again the (supposed) structure the approach has to offer: VMBO pupils were deemed 
to need a systematic and prescriptive approach in order to learn the language success-
fully, while VWO pupils were regarded as intrinsically inquisitive about the structures 
and descriptive rules underlying a language:
Teaching grammar is essential – especially to VMBO pupils. … They 
need a system that works for them. And that is exactly what structural 
grammar teaching has to offer. (UN1A)
VWO pupils are more studious. A lot of them find it interesting to know 
how the rules work, how to communicate correctly. (UN3B)
Lastly, FonFs was associated with VWO because participants regarded it as the best way 
to achieve linguistic correctness and high levels of proficiency, as well as to prepare 
these learners for higher education.
4.4.3 Implicit and explicit instruction
Almost all participants were sceptical of implicit forms of grammar teaching. Most 
of them did not believe that techniques such as providing enriched input, ample ex-
amples, and formulaic speech could substantially contribute to grammar acquisition 
if a rule is not also discussed – either deductively or inductively. Overall, implicit 
grammar instruction was thought to be confusing for learners or overestimating their 
abilities:
No, I simply don’t think learners will find the rule themselves. They don’t 
think about it, so they won’t discover it. … It won’t work. (UN4A)
As becomes clear from the quote above, participants often did not even consider the 
possibility of implicit learning. Most of them automatically assumed that for learn-
ing and acquisition to take place, rules need to be discussed explicitly. Mere inten-
sive exposure to exemplars or merely processing enriched language for meaning was 
thought to be inadequate: grammar teaching should involve rule explanation – al-
though it should not result in an overkill of grammar instruction or what some called 
‘passive teaching’ and losing sight of communicative objectives:
Most pupils really need those explicit rules. When I, for some reason, 
don’t discuss them, they will ask me: ‘And what are the exact rules then?’ 
(PGMB)
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The only exception to this pattern was found in a relatively small group of higher-year 
undergraduates and post-graduates (see also Figure 4.4). They also had reservations 
about implicit teaching, but they did see its potential merits, most notably for easier 
grammar structures and VMBO pupils (although post-graduates did acknowledge that 
in practice they hardly ever used the approach). In the case of more difficult structures, 
their preference changed back to explicit teaching again:
If pupils use a certain grammatical structure correctly, that doesn’t au-
tomatically mean they know they’re using it correctly and that they will 
keep using it correctly in the future. (UN3B) 
Take, for instance, the conditionals. Even my fellow students here often 
get these wrong. … They’re difficult structures, and I don’t think you can 
learn them without awareness of a rule. (PGMA)
The reason for associating VMBO with implicit teaching were the more modest learn-
ing objectives and pupils’ perceived practical nature and preference for working with 
Figure 4.4. Cognitions on implicit and explicit instruction
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examples. Implicit teaching was generally not linked to VWO, except for the brightest 
of learners because of their supposed ability to derive explicit rules themselves from 
input – another indication that for many student teachers language acquisition was 
generally linked to explicit rules:
Smarter pupils have the ability to abstract rules from texts or other in-
put. That will not work in my VMBO groups, where I have to repeat 
them over and again. (UN4A)
Overall, though, explicit teaching was considered the most viable option for both 
VMBO and VWO. The systematic nature of explicit teaching was thought to benefit 
VMBO pupils because of their need for structure, and VWO pupils because of their 
eagerness to learn and their ‘appetite for rules’, as one third-year undergraduate called 
it. Moreover, participants saw explicit teaching as a necessary condition for developing 
greater language proficiency:
[Explicit teaching] is more appropriate for VWO because it is important 
to discuss grammar structures in order to use them for advanced writ-
ing skills. (UN1A)
Finally, there were also participants who categorically and adamantly rejected implicit 
teaching under any circumstance:
Structure is extremely important – to me and to pupils. I would never 
ever use [implicit teaching], regardless of pupil level or degree of gram-
matical difficulty. It is just not going to happen. (UN1B)
4.4.4 Inductive and deductive instruction
With respect to the type of explicit instruction students favoured, the data contained 
numerous examples of a distinct predilection for inductive over deductive grammar 
teaching. Despite its time-consuming and teacher-intensive nature and the risk of 
learners coming up with incorrect rules, the advantages outweigh the drawbacks ac-
cording to most participants. Inductive instruction was seen as more motivating for 
learners, but it was valued most for its potential to stimulate active learning under the 
premise that this would lead to superior learning results:
I make them think about a rule. In that way they are more actively en-
gaged than when I simply dish up said rule. I think that results in better 
retention. (UN2B)
Deductive teaching was described as a straightforward, efficient, and less risky instruc-
tional method – as a teacher you do not have to worry about your pupils coming up 
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with an incorrect rule. Or as one post-graduate put it: ‘Quick and painless’ (PGMB), 
referring to the fact that inductive teaching would take up too much of his lesson 
time, which he would rather spend on skills work. Especially in the first-year and 
post-graduate groups, deductive teaching was preferred relatively more often than in 
other groups (although inductive instruction was still favoured by most). As an expla-
nation, first-year students often referred to their own experiences in secondary school. 
Post-graduates had more substantive reservations about deductive teaching, but at the 
same time they acknowledged using it when circumstances so dictated:
It’s absolutely easier and quicker to give your pupils a cut-and-dried 
grammar rule, so you can get on with things. On the other hand, even 
though having them discover a rule might take longer, it may also re-
sult in them still remembering it three weeks later simply because they 
found it themselves. (PGMA)
Well, let’s be honest here. Everyone knows what it’s like sometimes: 
‘Shoot, the test is coming up next week. Okay, guys, shut up, listen, and 
take notes.’ Then you’re covered – you did your job. (PGMA)
Deductive grammar teaching was associated with VMBO as well as VWO pupils, and 
in both cases for (at least seemingly) similar reasons (see also Figure 4.5). According to 
the participants, the structured nature of deductive instruction makes it particularly 
suitable for VMBO pupils, who were often described as thriving on stepwise instruc-
tional models. VWO pupils were also thought to benefit from the structure deductive 
teaching offers – not because they necessarily need structure, but because they appre-
ciate it: they want to know how things work.
The majority of participants, however, preferred inductive teaching – certainly for 
VWO and to a lesser degree for VMBO as well, but in this case for different reasons. 
Overall, it was seen as more demanding of pupils, and hence as particularly suitable 
for VWO:
You can leave it to them. They’re smart enough. You can say, ‘Okay, here 
are a few sentences, and there’s regularity in it. Try to find it.’ (UN1A)
The active nature of inductive instruction, however, was specifically associated with 
VMBO:
Generally, VMBO pupils are doers – they want to find out things for 
themselves. So it’s more interesting to them than having to listen to a 
teacher explaining the rules. (UN2B)
As regards the difficult–easy dichotomy, there was a distinct bias in favour of inductive 
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Figure 4.5. Cognitions on inductive and deductive instruction
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teaching for easy grammatical structures and deductive teaching for more difficult 
ones. This choice was motivated by the complexity of the structure (and the concomi-
tant rules) as well as of the teaching method:
I see it as a continuum. Easy structures you teach inductively and more 
difficult ones deductively. Why? Well, speaking for myself, if there’s a 
difficult structure in a sentence, I won’t recognise it. I’m not afraid of 
admitting that. (UN2A)
Suppose you want to teach the passive. You can give pupils ten sentenc-
es, you can give them twenty. But what are they looking for? It’s a needle 
in a haystack. So I’d rather give them one basic rule and a number of 
examples. (UN2B)
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4.5 Discussion
The objective of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of student teacher cog-
nitions on grammar instruction. A significant finding was that grammar played a ma-
jor role in the language teaching belief systems of virtually all participants, matching 
the results of our previous study (Graus & Coppen, 2016) (Chapter 3). Contrary to oth-
er studies that found that teachers prefer more integrated forms of grammar teach-
ing (S. Borg & Burns, 2008; Valeo & Spada, 2016), the student teachers in this study 
generally showed a strong preference for explicit, systematic, and isolated grammar 
teaching. Despite communicative language teaching being the generally accepted par-
adigm in Dutch foreign language teaching and teacher education (Hulshof et al., 2015), 
rule explanation and discussion were considered the sine qua non of not only linguis-
tic correctness but also (advanced) communicative competence and proficiency, and 
were seen as particularly important when teaching difficult grammatical structures. 
These views strongly resemble Long’s (1991, 1996; Long & Robinson, 1998) FonFs, to 
the extent that a synthetic – and fairly traditional – grammar curriculum in which 
structures are dealt with one by one was considered a valuable and worthwhile part 
of teaching. At the same time, though, many participants emphasised that grammar 
should not be seen as a goal in itself – judging from the prevalence in the transcripts 
of the mantra-like axiom ‘grammar is only a means to an end’ or words to that effect 
– but rather as a means to facilitate language acquisition and promote communicative 
skills. As such, most student teachers seemed to prefer a type of teaching that also has 
characteristics of what Spada and Lightbown (2008) called isolated form-focused in-
struction – that is, grammar instruction separated from communicative activities in a 
classroom whose overall focus is on communication (as opposed to FFI that is integrat-
ed within communicative tasks or content-based lessons). However, despite student 
teachers’ (verbally) endorsing communicative language teaching, it remains question-
able whether they truly adhered to the communicative paradigm in connection to FFI, 
inasmuch as many of them showed a distinct preference for isolated and relatively 
decontextualised grammar instruction (and practice drills) without being able to indi-
cate how exactly this would help learners to become better speakers of English.
Indeed, the participants did not have any conceptions about how explicit and iso-
lated grammatical explanations and instruction can actually contribute to language 
acquisition. To them the connection between declarative, formal knowledge on the 
one hand and automatised, procedural knowledge on the other was undeniable and 
indubitable, though the nature and workings of this connection remained elusive – a 
virtual black box. In SLA research, there is evidence for a potential beneficial effect of 
explicit FFI and its superiority to implicit teaching (Goo et al., 2015; Norris & Ortega, 
2000; Spada & Tomita, 2010). However, given the methodological issues in many stud-
ies resulting in a bias in favour of explicit instruction, there is still little solid evidence 
for such an effect (Andringa et al., 2011); some researchers even go so far as to deny its 
existence altogether (VanPatten, 2014, 2016). In contrast to and apparently unaffected 
by the rich and complex scholarly literature on this topic (some of which was also 
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part of their curriculum), most participants in the present study were adamant that 
rule explanation is a necessary condition for communicative competence. In line with 
previous studies (S. Borg, 1999c; S. Borg & Burns, 2008; S. Graham et al., 2014; Kuz-
borska, 2011), they made no references at all to SLA research or theoretical insights to 
explain their cognitions, confirming the ‘chasm between … research and the practice 
of teachers’ (Larsen-Freeman, 2015, p. 274). To them, the interface between explicit and 
implicit knowledge systems was a matter of fact neither to be questioned nor debated. 
Compared to the participants’ favourable cognitions about explicit grammar in-
struction, their views of more meaning-focused, integrated (FonF), and particularly 
implicit grammar teaching were less positive. Most student teachers even doubted 
if it is possible to truly acquire a foreign language and become (highly) proficient by 
mere exposure to exemplars, comprehensible input, skills work, and communicative 
practice, again stressing the value and necessity of declarative grammatical knowledge. 
Form-focused instruction was considered superior to meaning-focused instruction, a 
finding reflecting the results of our previous study (Graus & Coppen, 2016) (Chapter 
3). MFI, FonF, and implicit grammar instruction were associated with promoting ba-
sic communicative skills and teaching simple grammatical structures, whereas FFI, 
FonFs, and explicit grammar instruction were linked to more advanced proficiency 
levels and more difficult structures. 
Paradoxically, there were participants who while recognising the potential limi-
tations of MFI, FonF, and implicit instruction nevertheless showed a preference for 
these approaches, maintaining that naturalistic learning processes mimicking L1 ac-
quisition triggered by input, interaction, and communication should take precedence 
in the foreign language classroom over FFI. This paradox can be explained when the 
participants’ cognitions on learners and their characteristics and perceived needs 
are factored into the equation (see Figure 4.6). In the case of VMBO pupils, the ex-
emplar-based nature of meaning-focused approaches was associated with the more 
practical and hands-on attitude of these pupils, while the lower proficiency levels as-
sociated with MFI were not considered problematic because of the more moderate 
learning objectives in VMBO. The participants that advocated MFI, FonF, and implicit 
instruction for VWO did so in the belief that these pupils would be able to compensate 
on their own for the shortcomings of these methods because of learner characteris-
tics such as intelligence, studiousness, autonomy, and motivation. As a result of these 
characteristics, VWO pupils were expected to be able to figure out grammatical rules 
by themselves without these being explicitly dealt with in class. As such, the preference 
for meaning-focused teaching in VWO can perhaps be seen as a latent preference for 
FFI, in that participants still seemed to attach great importance to grammatical struc-
tures and underlying rules in acquiring a foreign language.
A similar interaction between goal- and pedagogy-oriented grammar cognitions 
on the one hand and learner-oriented cognitions on the other was also evident vis-à-
vis form-focused approaches. Student teachers who preferred form-focused teaching 
for VWO did so not only because they were convinced that this approach would lead to 
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a better command of the language but also because of these learners’ perceived prefer-
ence for being taught structures – their eagerness to understand the descriptive rules 
of English. Participants who associated FFI with VMBO also referred to structure as 
an argument for their choice but in this case because of these learners’ perceived need 
of structural and prescriptive teaching. In other words, participants seemed to ascribe 
two different meanings to the word structure. In the case of VMBO pupils, structure 
was interpreted as scaffolding – giving simple rules of thumb to help them get to grips 
with the language. For VWO pupils, structure was explained in terms of describing 
and understanding grammatical features under the premise that this would lead to a 
more advanced command of English.
The results of this study show that student teachers’ knowledge and belief systems 
are not monolithic and dissociated but rather multifaceted, interactive, and situat-
ed in nature. Student teacher cognitions on grammar are a distinctive amalgamation 
of knowledge, beliefs, conceptions, and attitudes about attributes of meaning- and 
form-focused approaches and learning objectives on the one hand, and about learn-
er characteristics and needs on the other – supporting research in other disciplines 
that also suggests that subject-specific cognitions may differ across contexts (Lerman, 
2002; Mansour, 2009). In accordance with these findings, the data on the role of gram-
matical difficulty and the data on inductive and deductive instruction showed a sim-
ilar interactive pattern. For instance, the more demanding nature of inductive gram-
mar teaching was linked by some participants to VWO pupils’ intellectual capacities 
and capability for independent learning, whereas others associated the active-learning 
component of inductive teaching with the practical and hands-on attitude of VMBO 
pupils. 
Figure 4.6. The interface between pedagogy- and goal-oriented cognitions and learner-oriented 
cognitions
FFI
FonFs
Explicit
MFI
FonF
Implicit
Pedagogy- and goal-oriented grammar cognitions
Learner-oriented cognitions
Necessary for advanced proficiency
Explicit and systematic
Rule-based
Results in basic communicative skills
Natural acquisition
Input-based
VMBO
Need prescriptive 
structure
VMBO
Practical
Hands-on
VWO
Appreciate descriptive 
structure
VWO
Able to compensate 
for method’s shortco-
mings
Pupils figure out rules on their own
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Despite the interactions and associations among several components of student 
teacher cognitive systems being evident and ubiquitous in the entire data set, there 
were also notable differences between subgroups. Although all groups had a general 
preference for explicitly teaching grammar as part of language learning, this prefer-
ence was strongest in first- and second-year undergraduates. Referring to their own 
experiences as language learners – in secondary school as well as in teacher college 
– they were quite unwavering in their belief that grammar should be taught systemat-
ically as a separate component in language classes. In third- and fourth-year groups, 
student teachers still emphasised the importance of grammar, but were more likely to 
express the need for meaning-focused teaching as well. Often commenting on their 
school placements and teacher education (where grammar is also taught as a separate 
subject), these student teachers felt a separate focus on grammar was customary and 
necessary, but stressed that learning how to communicate in a foreign language is the 
ultimate goal of EFL teaching. To be able to do so, learners should also engage in skills 
work and be provided with lots of input and exemplars, according to these partici-
pants. Finally, post-graduates’ cognitions strongly resembled those of the higher-year 
undergraduates, except that context-oriented restrictions became more pronounced. 
These student teachers frequently admitted that in reality their approach to grammar 
teaching was rather more traditional than they would like it to be. Citing contextual 
reasons such as testing, lack of time, and school culture, quite a few of them indicated 
that they would like to spend less time on traditional grammar instruction and more 
on meaning-based instruction and communicative practice but were unable to do so. 
The need to discuss and explain grammar rules, however, was still felt by a majority 
of them. Additionally, it is worth mentioning that – in contrast to pedagogy-oriented 
cognitions – the learner-oriented cognitions were remarkably stable. For example, in 
all year groups VMBO pupils were often regarded as needing prescriptive rules, and 
VWO pupils were seen as more autonomous and studious learners keen on discov-
ering descriptive rules. Lastly, since our data were cross-sectional and not longitudi-
nal in nature, we can only speculate as to the causes of the differences between year 
groups. Nonetheless, given the discussions and topics covered, it is likely that teacher 
education and teaching experience are major contributors to these developing cogni-
tions (see also Graus & Coppen, 2016; Chapter 3).
Cognitions have regularly been described as integrated systems (Fives & Buehl, 
2012; Pajares, 1992). As early as 1968, Rokeach described these systems as ‘having rep-
resented within [them], in some organized psychological but not necessarily logical 
form, each and every one of a person’s countless beliefs about physical and social re-
ality’ (p. 2). In the present study, we found compelling evidence of the integration of 
and interaction between subsystems of cognitions on grammar instruction, learning 
goals, learner characteristics, and structural difficulty, as well as their connection to 
practice, essentially constituting a cyclical and interdependent pattern. Practice – in 
the form of secondary school experiences, school placement, and work experience  – 
affects these belief systems (to an extent along with professional education), which in 
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turn affect practice again, although contextual factors and situational constraints may 
mediate the impact of cognitions. The influence of experientially derived cognitions 
and their self-perpetuating nature might in part explain why various researchers have 
found that cognitions are difficult to influence in the context of teacher education 
and professional development (e.g., Peacock, 2001; Pickering, 2005; Richardson, 1996; 
Urmston, 2003).
Finally, notwithstanding the insights our study has yielded, we do encourage the 
reader to consider its limitations when interpreting the results. Firstly, the purposive 
sampling strategy we employed implies that our conclusions should not be general-
ised without proper consideration of the context described here. For that reason, we 
have provided ample details in the Method section of this chapter about the teacher 
education programmes the participants were enrolled in, enabling the reader to as-
sess the transferability of our results, depending on ‘the degree of similarity of the 
sending and receiving contexts’ (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 297). Secondly, studying cog-
nitions entails assuming a relationship between what people say and what they think 
(Burns & Barnard, 2012). In spite of careful methodological planning and execution 
on our part, such a relationship is not always straightforward, transparent, or fully 
controllable by researchers, as a result of which what participants said may have been 
influenced to an extent by social desirability or post-hoc rationalisations. And third-
ly, we acknowledge that the relationship between practice and cognitions is not an 
isomorphic one. In this study, we have limited ourselves to examining self-reported 
cognitions and practices, but it is important to keep in mind that classroom reality is 
more complicated than that.
4.6 Conclusion
Teacher cognitions about grammar instruction have been studied in numerous con-
texts with different results. In a series of studies conducted by Simon Borg (1998b, 
1999b, 2001, 2003a), teachers in private language institutions remarked that they reg-
ularly taught grammar in a communicative setting as a means to enhance students’ 
accuracy and fluency, but also for entirely different reasons, such as classroom man-
agement and learners’ expectations and preferences. In adult education and EFL/ESL 
university courses, a preference for integrated and communication- and skills-orient-
ed grammar instruction has often been identified (S. Borg & Burns, 2008; A. Brown, 
2009; Schulz, 1996, 2001; Valeo & Spada, 2016). In the context of EAP, teachers frequent-
ly seemed to attach greater value to explicit and more elaborate grammar explanation 
and knowledge (Barnard & Scampton, 2008; Burgess & Etherington, 2002), although 
they were also shown to have a favourable attitude to more FonF-like approaches. 
In the present study, examining the context of pre-service and in-service secondary 
school student teachers, participants showed a marked preference for teaching declar-
ative grammatical knowledge in a systematic manner – often relatively decontextual-
ised and isolated from skills work or communicative tasks. These results echo earlier 
research also conducted in secondary school (training) contexts, in which participants 
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were often found to treat grammar instruction ‘as a linear process of accumulating 
grammatical entities’ (Andrews, 2003, p. 366) or in which they paid lip service to com-
municative approaches but in reality adopted a more traditional grammar teaching 
approach (Andrews, 2003; Çapan, 2014; Polat, 2009). Moreover, we found compelling 
evidence of the integration of and interaction between subsystems of cognitions on 
grammar instruction and on learner characteristics – reflecting findings in general 
educational research in which cognitions have regularly been described as integrated 
systems (Fives & Buehl, 2012; Pajares, 1992). Various interactional patterns were iden-
tified showing how perceived learner characteristics (such as motivation, autonomy, 
intellectual capabilities, learning preferences, needs, and attitudes) influence student 
teacher cognitions with respect to the position and role of grammar in the foreign 
language classroom, highlighting their situated nature.
As to the practical implications, the results of this study may contribute to further 
enhancing teacher educators’ awareness of their student teachers’ knowledge and be-
lief (sub)systems about grammar instruction, learners, and goals, and how these inter-
act. Numerous researchers have argued that in order to influence teacher cognitions, 
it is paramount to acknowledge student teachers’ (pre-existing) cognitions and to have 
them actively reflect on these (Bartels, 2005; S. Borg, 1999b, 2011a; Busch, 2010; Farrell, 
2015). As our findings indicate, student teacher cognitions are frequently grounded in 
experientially derived perceptions, occasionally on teacher education, and hardly ever 
on theoretical or scholarly literature, as a result of which some of these conceptions are 
not in line with the most recent developments in language learning and may actually 
be harmful to pupils’ learning opportunities. Knowledge of the various interactional 
patterns between grammar- and learner-oriented cognitions identified in this study 
may assist educators in effecting conceptual change in student teacher cognitions as it 
enables them to connect more closely to how their students operationalise grammar 
teaching, emphasising the situated and contextualised nature of grammar cognitions 
and creating opportunities for students to engage in deep, systematic, and reflective 
processing (Farrell, 2015; Farrell & Ives, 2015) of new teacher education input and its 
link to teaching practice. Further research, however, is required to explore how and 
to what extent teacher education and development programmes can best capitalise on 
the specific findings of this study.
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notes
(1) The term second language is used here to refer to any other language than the first.
(2) Form-focused instruction is defined as ‘any planned or incidental instructional activity that is in-
tended to induce language learners to pay attention to linguistic form’ (Ellis, 2001b, pp. 1–2). It in-
cludes phonological, morphological, lexical, syntactic, and pragmatic aspects of language. In this 
study, however, we only focus on the morphosyntactic dimension of FFI – what in language class-
rooms is traditionally referred to as grammar teaching.
(3) Exposure to comprehensible input (Krashen, 1981, 1999), immersion programmes, strong forms of 
communicative language teaching, and content-based language teaching can also be seen as forms of 
implicit teaching, but here we have classified them as meaning-focused instruction since in general 
their primary goal is not to get learners to focus on particular linguistic forms.
(4) Readers who are interested in the quantitative trends underlying this chapter are referred to Chapter 
3, in which a study is discussed that is based on the same constructs, measuring the cognitions of 832 
respondents.
(5) Each quote is followed by an italicised and parenthesised code identifying the group from which it 
originated. UN = undergraduate; 1–4: year group; A–B: first or second focus-group interview; PGM = 
post-graduate course.
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An abridged version of this chapter 
has been accepted for publication:
Graus, J., & Coppen, P.-A. (in press). Influencing 
student teacher grammar cognitions: The case 
of the incongruous curriculum. Modern Lan-
guage Journal.
138
Chapter 5
5.1 Introduction
It is widely recognised that cognitions play an important role in (language) teacher 
learning and professional development as well as in teachers’ instructional practices 
(Basturkmen, 2012; S. Borg, 2009; Farrell & Bennis, 2013; Farrell & Ives, 2015; Kuzbor-
ska, 2011). Broadly speaking, cognitions – what teachers know, believe, and think (S. 
Borg, 2006) – fulfil three main functions (Fives & Buehl, 2012). They act as implicit fil-
ters that shape how teachers perceive and interpret reality. Once information has been 
filtered, cognitions function as frameworks for defining and conceptualising the task 
or problem at hand. And finally, after the definition stage, cognitions serve as guides 
to action, influencing teachers’ goals and motivating them to make and implement 
decisions.
Given the centrality of cognitions as a potentially powerful explanatory construct, 
the interest of researchers and practitioners alike in (language) teachers’ mental lives 
(Walberg, 1977) and the ‘unobservable cognitive dimension of teaching’ (S. Borg, 2003b, 
p. 81) has been growing exponentially since the early 1970s (Clark & Peterson, 1986) and 
has still not waned (Burns et al., 2015; Cochran-Smith & Villegas, 2015; Cochran-Smith 
et al., 2015). Parallel to this trend, second and foreign language (L2 and FL) teacher ed-
ucation and research has also increasingly focused on ‘practices that foster the emer-
gence of new and/or reframed conceptualizations of being and becoming L2/FL teach-
ers’ (K. Johnson & Dellagnelo, 2015, p. 15). As a result, these programmes have begun 
to emphasise cognitions as one of the cornerstones of their pedagogical approaches 
(Freeman, 2016; K. Johnson, 2009b) as they provide a measure of teacher development 
(Kagan, 1992a). As such, influencing student teacher cognitions about learning and 
teaching and effecting conceptual change is currently a major objective of second lan-
guage teacher education (Wright, 2010). 
Particularly in underspecified instructional contexts, exploring cognitions may be 
a worthwhile endeavour as they provide a window into how student teachers make 
sense of subject matter that is characterised by a lack of consensus within commu-
nities of science and practice. In second and foreign language teaching, grammar in-
struction1, the efficacy of which is a topic of perennial debate (Nassaji, 2017; Ur, 2011; 
VanPatten, 2014, 2016), is an illustrative example of such an underspecified context. 
For that reason, we set up a large-scale research project comprising a series of quan-
titative and qualitative studies (Graus & Coppen, 2015, 2016, 2017) (Chapters 2, 3, and 
4) that investigated these cognitions and whether they are amenable to change during 
teacher education. So far, we have found that students enrolled in full-time four-year 
TEFL (teaching English as a foreign language) bachelor degree programmes in the 
Netherlands – the context of our study – have a distinct preference for an explicit, 
systematic, and isolated grammar component in their EFL (English as a foreign lan-
guage) teaching, even though communicative language teaching is the generally ac-
cepted paradigm in Dutch foreign language teaching (Hulshof et al., 2015). In first- 
and second-year student teachers, this preference was found to be strongest, whereas 
third- and fourth-year students showed that they also started to attach greater value to 
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more meaning-focused and implicit instruction. Thus, our results suggest that teacher 
education does have some influence on student teacher cognitions, but the impact 
we identified was relatively limited as student teachers’ preference for what may be 
labelled as fairly traditional grammar teaching generally remained strong throughout 
the bachelor’s programme. 
Unfortunately, the research literature discussing the effect of second and foreign 
language teacher education on cognitions is characterised – or perhaps plagued – by 
variable results, which makes putting our findings in perspective and drawing defini-
tive conclusions difficult. Some studies (like ours) have reported no or limited impact 
(e.g., Altan, 2006; M. Borg, 2005; Çapan, 2014; Lamb, 1995; Peacock, 2001; Pennington & 
Urmston, 1998; S. Phipps, 2007; Urmston, 2003), while others have had (relatively) more 
success in identifying an influence of teacher education (e.g., Angelova, 2005; Busch, 
2010; Cabaroglu & Roberts, 2000; Clarke, 2008; Da Silva, 2005; Freeman, 1993; Gutier-
rez Almarza, 1996; Lamie, 2004; MacDonald et al., 2001; Mattheoudakis, 2007; Özmen, 
2012; Robertson, MacDonald, Starks, & Nicholas, 2018; Scott & Rodgers, 1995; Watzke, 
2007). Partially, these inconsistent results are to be expected given the wide variability 
in contexts (both geographically and in terms of course types), methodological issues 
(S. Borg, 2006; Burns & Barnard, 2012; Kubanyiova, 2012), and focus on isolated con-
structs (Kubanyiova & Feryok, 2015). 
These contradictory outcomes may, however, also result from a lack of a detailed 
exploration of the teacher education programme as a holistic influence on student 
teacher cognitions: ‘[t]he truth is that we know very little about what actually happens 
in teacher training courses; in particular, there is limited information about both the 
program of study and the content of the courses’ (Mattheoudakis, 2007, p. 1273). What 
many of the studies (including our own so far) investigating the impact of teacher 
education on student teacher cognitions have in common is that they emphasise the 
student perspective while regarding teacher education programmes as constant and 
uniform variables rather than as dynamic and changeable (Cabaroglu & Roberts, 2000; 
Özmen, 2012). In other words, in the extant literature there is a strong, unilateral focus 
on attempting to chronicle and explain change in student teachers’ cognitions without 
sufficiently taking into consideration or carefully examining the nature of the teacher 
education programmes as dynamic, variable, and multifaceted agents of change. As 
a result, little is known about how teacher education programmes and their compo-
nent parts interact as a whole with specific student teachers’ cognitions, to what ex-
tent these programmes consistently strive to influence (pre-existing) cognitions, and 
to what degree curriculums and pedagogies are uniformly geared towards effecting 
changes in cognitions. In a review of recent research on second language teacher edu-
cation, Wright (2010) concluded that ‘research on the interaction of [student teachers’] 
prior knowledge and beliefs about language teaching and learning, and programme 
goals, course content and teacher educators’ cognitions and pedagogy in ongoing 
[second language teaching education] programmes is almost non-existent’ (p. 269). 
Further support for this notion can be found in Kubanyiova (2012), who referring to 
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Larsen-Freeman and Cameron’s (2008a, 2008b) work on complexity theory in applied 
linguistics contended that ‘restricting our empirical focus to the immediate inter-
vention setting alone may potentially mask the less discernible but perhaps far more 
critical influences [on teachers’ conceptual change], including the initial conditions or 
the changed dynamics of teachers’ multiple learning and teaching contexts’ (p. 194). 
In response to this gap, we undertook a case study to explore the possible reasons 
for why teacher education seemed to have only a limited impact on the cognitions of 
the student teachers in our previous studies. Thus, the objective of the present investi-
gation was to provide a better understanding of and a deeper insight into how teacher 
education attempts to influence student teacher cognitions on grammar instruction 
on the premise that investigating and explaining the impact of teacher education (or 
lack thereof ) may be more fruitful when considering it the potential result of a ho-
listic amalgamation of and complex interaction between various teacher education 
influences (and prior cognitions) rather than the outcome of an individual course. A 
case study was conducted to explore how a TEFL Bachelor of Education (B.Ed.) degree 
programme at a Dutch university of applied sciences sought to impact teacher cogni-
tions on grammar instruction. For this purpose, we examined multiple data sources 
and interviewed various groups of stakeholders (student teachers, teacher educators, 
and school placement mentors) with regard to van den Akker’s (2003) well-known and 
often-cited curricular model which distinguishes between the intended, implement-
ed, and attained curricula (see the Method section for a detailed description). 
Hence, this study addressed the following research questions: 
 
How does teacher education attempt to contribute to the development of student teacher cogni-
tions on grammar teaching, and to what extent and why is it (not) effective? 
(1) What are the intended, implemented, and attained pedagogical grammar curricula, and to 
what extent are they congruent?
(2) How do teacher educators and school placement mentors articulate their attempts to in-
fluence student teacher cognitions on grammar instruction?
(3) How do student teachers experience teacher education on grammar instruction?
5.2 Background
In this section,  the concepts central to this investigation are discussed: grammar 
teaching, language teaching cognitions, and professional identity formation. Subse-
quently, these constructs are related to a model of conceptual change in language 
teacher education and development and are placed in the context of the present study.
5.2.1 Grammar teaching
The efficacy of form-focused instruction (FFI) – and in particular grammar instruc-
tion – remains a much-debated topic in instructed second language acquisition (SLA) 
research (Nassaji, 2017). At the heart of it lie the questions of whether, how, and to what 
extent explicit knowledge of declarative grammar rules can contribute to implicit or 
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at least highly automatised knowledge, which is the basis for spontaneous language 
use (Han & Finneran, 2014). Several meta-analyses have yielded medium to large effect 
sizes for explicit form-focused instruction (see, for instance, Goo et al., 2015; Norris & 
Ortega, 2000; Spada & Tomita, 2010), leading many researchers and theorists to con-
clude that ‘explicit instruction “works” and has durable effects for at least some lin-
guistic features. Its effects are evident in all levels of language – phonological, lexical, 
grammatical, and pragmatic’ (R. Ellis, 2015b, p. 264). 
Notwithstanding these positive results, there are still doubts regarding the effec-
tiveness of FFI, which are a direct consequence of methodological problems (Andringa 
et al., 2011). Many FFI studies employed outcome measures that introduced a bias in 
favour of explicit instruction. Moreover, in experimental groups often ‘explanation of 
rules constituted an extra activity or it was matched [in control groups] by an activity 
that did not necessarily provide the same amount of intensified exposure to the target 
structures’ (Andringa et al., 2011, pp. 870–871). To counteract these problems, Andringa 
and Curcic (2015) listed several design criteria that studies would have to fulfil in order 
to make valid claims about the efficacy of explicit instruction, such as using measures 
that also draw on the implicit system and controlling for differences in the amount 
of exposure. Their conclusion was not particularly reassuring: ‘If only the studies that 
potentially meet the mentioned criteria are considered … it can be concluded that 
there is still little solid evidence that explicit knowledge helps learners in becoming 
proficient users of the L2’ (p. 239).
In spite of these ambiguous results and conflicting viewpoints, there is abundant 
evidence that traditional FFI, in which grammar is taught mainly as a set of rules and 
structures, is inadequate in meeting the communicative needs of learners (R. Ellis, 
2003; Nassaji & Fotos, 2011; Newby, 2014). There is a general consensus that gram-
mar teaching which is not embedded in a meaningful context, is not connected to 
skills teaching, and which emphasises decontextualised practice does not contribute 
much to learners’ ability to become proficient users of an L2. These practices are often 
associated with teaching models such as PPP (present–practise–produce) and struc-
ture-based, synthetic syllabi, in which discrete grammar points are taught system-
atically and step by step, ‘so that acquisition is a process of gradual accumulation of 
parts until the whole structure of language has been built up’ (Wilkins, 1976, p. 2). 
In practice, this type of teaching leads to what Larsen-Freeman (2003) called the in-
ert-knowledge problem: 
what students are able to do in the formal part of the lesson often does 
not carry over or transfer to its use in a more communicative part of a 
lesson, let alone to students’ using what they have learned in a nonin-
structional setting. (p. 7)
Conversely, an explicit focus on grammar embedded meaningfully in language teach-
ing and connected to communicative practice is currently widely believed to be ben-
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eficial to learners (Celce-Murcia, 2015; R. Ellis, 2015a; Larsen-Freeman, 2014; Nassaji, 
2017). Yet it is traditional grammar teaching rather than this form of FFI that is still 
found in many classrooms all over the world (Larsen-Freeman, 2015; Ur, 2011):
Grammar instruction has been relatively unaltered by research findings. 
It remains traditional for the most part, with grammar teaching cen-
tered on accuracy of form and rule learning, and with mechanical exer-
cises as the way to bring about the learning of grammar. (Larsen-Free-
man, 2015, p. 263)
In the Netherlands, the situation is no different. In a recent publication, West and 
Verspoor (2016), having observed a total of 49 language classes in Dutch secondary 
schools, concluded that in regular schools (i.e., non-bilingual education) grammar and 
translation were still the predominant modes of instruction. Moreover, in textbooks 
and teaching materials, grammar also still occupies a prominent position – in the 
Netherlands (Tammenga-Helmantel & Maijala, 2018) as well as worldwide (Tomlinson, 
2012). 
5.2.2 Language teacher cognitions
Cognitions are an umbrella term for a combination of knowledge, thoughts, beliefs, 
and emotions (S. Borg, 2006, 2012). The interest in this ‘unobservable dimension of 
language teaching’ (S. Borg, 2003b, p. 81) arose out of dissatisfaction with a process–
product approach to classroom teaching research whose primary purpose was to de-
scribe only observable teacher behaviours, identify effective teaching outcomes, and 
investigate links between these behaviours and learning outcomes. In mainstream 
educational research, Jackson (1968) and L. Smith and Geoffrey (1968) were among the 
first to publish about teacher thinking as the basis of teacher behaviour (see also Clark 
& Peterson, 1986); in the late 1970s and early 1980s language researchers followed suit 
(e.g., Cathcart & Olsen, 1976). After a hesitant start – in a review, S. Borg (2003b) identi-
fied only four studies on language teacher cognitions until 1991 – the concept became 
popular and the number of publications grew exponentially. 
In an attempt to take stock of ‘what has become a somewhat ungainly territory of 
research’ (p. 586), Burns et al. (2015) distinguish four ontological generations in what 
they call ‘studying the language-teaching mind’ (p. 585). The first – the individualist 
generation (1990 ff.) – focuses on employing quantitative instruments to examine de-
cisions, thoughts, and beliefs, whereas the second – dubbed the social generation (1995 
ff.) – relies more on qualitative methods to study cognitions in social contexts. Also 
taking a qualitative approach, the third, sociohistorical generation (2000 ff.) conceptu-
alises cognitions as a function of place and time ‘through interaction and negotiation 
with social and historical contexts’ (p. 589). The last generation (2010 ff.) studies teacher 
thinking from a complex, chaotic systems perspective, underscoring the dynamic, emer-
gent, and interconnected nature of cognitions.
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As can be concluded from Burns et al.’s (2015) conceptual review (and many other 
reviews in the field), (language) teacher cognitions have been studied from numerous 
perspectives and under many guises, as a result of which a proliferation of terms char-
acterises research into teacher thinking (S. Borg, 2006; Fives & Buehl, 2012; Kubanyio-
va & Feryok, 2015). Some researchers emphasise the subjective and evaluative nature of 
cognitions by using terms such as beliefs (Basturkmen et al., 2004), while others focus 
on the personal and practical dimensions of more objective knowledge, as evidenced 
by terms such as personal practical knowledge (Golombek, 1998), pedagogical content knowl-
edge (Shulman, 1986), and professional knowledge in action (Wette, 2010). Despite the di-
versity in terminology, the underlying constructs show considerable overlap and are 
often hard to differentiate. Labels such as BAK (beliefs, assumptions, and knowledge) 
(Woods, 1996) and teacher cognitions (S. Borg, 1999b) do perhaps more justice to the 
breadth of the construct. A concomitant advantage of such inclusive terminology is 
that it recognises that knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, thoughts, intuitions, and emotions 
are inextricably linked in a teacher’s mind and that empirically prying them apart is 
neither feasible nor advisable (Fives & Buehl, 2012; Pajares, 1992; Verloop et al., 2001) – 
even though from an epistemological standpoint objective knowledge and subjective 
propositions are conceptually distinct entities (Fenstermacher, 1994). 
Despite the various ontologies underlying the study of teacher cognitions, the 
maze of terms and constructs, and the sometimes inconsistent research results, there 
are a number of characteristics that seem to capture the quintessence of the phenom-
enon. S. Borg (2006) described teacher cognitions as ‘an often tacit, personally-held, 
practical system of mental constructs held by teachers and which are dynamic – i.e. de-
fined and refined on the basis of educational and professional experiences throughout 
teachers’ lives’ (p. 35). Cognitions are influenced and activated by contextual demands 
and function as integrated systems (Fives & Buehl, 2012). Additionally – as summarised 
by S. Phipps and Borg (2009) – they are affected by teachers’ own histories as learners 
(Lortie, 1975); act as filters for making sense of new information and experiences (Pa-
jares, 1992); influence teachers’ pedagogical decisions (K. Johnson, 1994) as there is a 
manifest – although not isomorphic – relation between cognitions and practice (Bas-
turkmen, 2012; Skott, 2015); may be resistant to change (Pickering, 2005); and have an 
impact on how teachers learn (Freeman & Richards, 1996). 
More recently, there has been an emphasis on the sociocultural aspects of cogni-
tions, which conceptualises learning to teach as ‘a dialogic process of co-constructing 
knowledge that is situated in and emerges out of participation in particular socio-
cultural practices and contexts’ (K. Johnson, 2015, p. 516), in line with a participation-
ist view of learning (Dohn, 2016). Correspondingly, several researchers have begun to 
explore more deeply the situated and embodied nature of cognitions; that is, instead 
of considering cognitions and practice as separate entities that merely influence each 
other, cognitions are treated as dynamically interacting with practice – as embodied 
knowing and emergent sense-making in action (Skott, 2015). Kubanyiova and Feryok 
(2015), for instance, proposed viewing teacher cognitions through the lens of what they 
144
Chapter 5
call ‘ecologies of teachers’ inner lives’ (p. 438). Drawing on the concepts of agency and 
intentionality, the latter of which combines cognition, motivation, and emotion, they 
portrayed teacher inner lives as embedded in ‘the larger world of social facts … and 
within larger environments, most pertinently their classrooms, which exist in schools 
in larger systems (such as local and national educational systems)’ (p. 440). 
5.2.3 Professional identity
Closely related to cognitions is the concept of (language) teacher identity (Burri, Chen, 
& Baker, 2017; see also Preece, 2016). Indeed, S. Borg (2012) advocates recognising it ‘as 
an important strand of teacher cognition research’ (p. 11). Studying teachers’ profes-
sional identities opens a window into teachers’ development as they move through 
teacher education and their further career. As Beauchamp and Thomas (2009) pointed 
out, the construct can be used as an analytic frame to make sense of various aspects 
of teaching, and it can also ‘be seen as an organizing element in teachers’ profes-
sional lives’ (p. 175) to explain how they position themselves in relation to the outside 
world (see also De Costa & Norton, 2017), how they blend theory and practice (Waller, 
Wethers, & De Costa, 2017), and how they combine personal and professional aspects 
(Beijaard & Meijer, 2017). The term professional identity, however, is plagued with prob-
lems that also afflict cognition research: defining teacher identity has proven to be an 
issue that is difficult to resolve (Beauchamp & Thomas, 2009; Beijaard, Meijer, & Ver-
loop, 2004; Trent, 2015). In a review of 22 studies, Beijaard et al. (2004) concluded that 
professional identity was often defined differently or not at all. Nonetheless, they were 
able to identify four essential features of the concept: (a) ‘professional identity is an on-
going process of interpretation and re-interpretation of experiences’; (b) it ‘implies both 
person and context’; (c) it ‘consists of sub-identities that more or less harmonize’; and (d) 
‘[a]gency is an important element of professional identity’ (p. 122; emphasis in original). 
Addressing teacher identity in the context of language teaching, Trent (2015) fur-
ther unpacked the notion by proposing an integrated and multifaceted framework 
for exploring identity construction. His model comprises four linked factors. At the 
heart of it are agency (the capacity to act within one’s context) and discourse (consist-
ing of attitudes, beliefs, and values), which are linked. Both are affected by practice in 
three processes of belonging: engagement with others; imagination, which permits 
individuals ‘to create images of the world, and their place within it, across time and 
space’ (p. 48); and alignment, which places an individual’s actions in a broader context 
(for instance, a school). The last factor in the model is language, defined here as a way 
of expressing one’s discursive identity in terms of modality (‘I should …’, ‘I must …’) 
and evaluation (what is desirable, useful). The multilevel nature of this model provides 
a ‘robust framework that can be used to analyse the ways in which teachers in diverse 
educational contexts construct their professional identities in discourse and practice’ 
(Cheung, Said, & Park, 2015, p. xvii). 
With regard to the professional identity of beginning and more experienced lan-
guage teachers, Pennington and Richards (2016) described the elements of identity 
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in terms of competences required for language teaching – a framework reflecting re-
cent developments in the field of language teacher identity research, which highlight 
teacher socialisation (e.g., Kanno & Stuart, 2011; Tsui, 2007) and investment (e.g., Waller 
et al., 2017), and the ecological and situated nature of language learning and teaching 
(e.g., De Costa & Norton, 2017; Douglas Fir Group, 2016; Norton & De Costa, 2018). Pen-
nington and Richards (2016) made a distinction between ‘Foundational Competences 
of Language Teacher Identity’ and ‘Advanced Competences of Language Teacher Iden-
tity’ (p. 11). The foundational competences comprise identities that have to do with the 
context, self and student awareness. Also part of the foundational competences are a 
teachers’ language-related identity and their disciplinary identity. The former refers to 
a teacher’s language background and proficiency, whereas the latter is underpinned by 
both disciplinary knowledge (the knowledge base for language teachers that does not 
directly translate into practical skills) and pedagogical content knowledge (the basis 
for actual language teaching) (Richards & Farrell, 2011). Having gained experience and 
undergone further professional development, teachers acquire advanced competences 
of language teacher identity: (a) practised and responsive teaching skills (knowledge 
into practice); (b) theorising from practice (practice into knowledge); and (c) mem-
bership of communities of practice and profession. Pennington and Richards (2016) 
concluded their review by recommending attention to identity and identity-focused 
activities (e.g., reflection on identity, action research) as a foundation for teacher edu-
cation and professional development, as teachers ‘continue to evolve an identity which 
they seek to both consistently perform in the classroom and connect to the wider field 
of language teaching’ (p. 21). 
 
5.2.4 Language teachers’ conceptual change
Teacher education and development programmes and research into teacher change 
roughly fall into one of two conceptual approaches (Richardson & Placier, 2001). The 
first, referred to as the empirical–rational tradition, conceptualises change as teachers 
adapting their behaviour or way of thinking in accordance with what is being recom-
mended by teacher educators or in the implementation of top-down and mandated 
curricular programmes. In the second, more contemporary tradition – the normative–
re-educative perspective – teacher change is seen as naturalistic and voluntary and 
‘enhanced through deep reflection on beliefs and practices’ (p. 906); it is considered 
a result of experiential, educational, contextual, and dialogic influences on teacher 
cognitions and their polymorphous relationship to teaching practice. This perspec-
tive echoes the shift in the fields of education and psychology away from behaviourist 
process–product approaches towards an increasing interest in teachers’ mental lives. 
Regarding the development of cognitions of pre-service language teachers, sev-
eral studies has been undertaken in various contexts, such as PGCE (Post-Graduate 
Certificate of Education) programmes (Cabaroglu & Roberts, 2000; Gutierrez Almarza, 
1996), master’s degree programmes (Farrell, 2009; Warford & Reeves, 2003), continuing 
professional development (Wyatt & Ager, 2017), CELTA (Certificate in English Lan-
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guage Teaching to Adults) programmes (M. Borg, 2005), individual modules such as 
SLA courses (Angelova, 2005; Busch, 2010; MacDonald et al., 2001; Peacock, 2001), and 
other specific components of TEFL and TESOL (teaching of English to speakers of 
other languages) programmes like supervised teaching (K. Johnson, 1994, 1996; Kissau 
et al., 2013; Mattheoudakis, 2007) and action research (McDonough, 2006). Several 
factors have been found to play an important role in pre-service teacher change (or 
lack thereof ), such as student teachers’ prior knowledge and experiences, teacher ed-
ucation (including teaching practice), and sociocultural context (S. Borg, 2006). When 
starting their teacher education, pre-service student teachers have established – albeit 
often tacit – cognitions about teaching and language learning during what Lortie (1975) 
called their ‘apprenticeship of observation’. These cognitions act as filters for new 
knowledge and may seriously inhibit what student teachers learn during teacher edu-
cation unless these pre-existing beliefs are made explicit, questioned, and challenged 
(S. Borg, 2006; Freeman, 1991). Further, student teacher cognitions are influenced by 
social, instructional, institutional, and physical contexts. Consequently, for theory to 
have an impact on teacher development, it is generally accepted that student teachers 
need to reflect on theoretical models in connection to their own experiences and soci-
ocultural context (K. Johnson, 1999; K. Johnson & Golombek, 2016). 
In spite of the headway that has been made, there are still a number of potential 
threats to the validity of the field that may in part explain the at times inconsistent 
results that have been reported – for instance, a lack of conceptual clarity in defining 
change and cognitions (resulting in a proliferation of terms), fragmentation, meth-
odological problems, and the inherent complexity of the subject matter under study 
(S. Borg, 2006; Kubanyiova, 2012). Above all, the field appears to lack a systematic re-
search agenda and an overarching unifying framework (S. Borg, 2006; Kubanyiova, 
2012). Lacking such a framework, there is a risk that we come up with ‘a laundry list of 
observations, factors, or categories, illustrated by quotes from participants, that miss-
es the links between the categories, essentializes particular descriptions, and fails to 
describe the larger picture where they may fit’ (Pavlenko, 2007, p. 167). Although there 
is a body of work that employs a sociocultural perspective (e.g., K. Johnson, 2009a; K. 
Johnson & Golombek, 2002, 2016), Kubanyiova (2012) argued that these efforts are still 
not able to systematically identify factors that are crucial to language teacher learning. 
To ameliorate this situation and provide a theoretical foundation for investigat-
ing language teacher change, Kubanyiova (2012) introduced an integrated model of 
Language Teacher Conceptual Change (LTCC), which is based on a combination of 
theories of learning and change, and grounded in her own empirical data. The ba-
sis for LTCC is formed by three frameworks from cognitive psychology: dual-process 
models of attitudinal change, a cognitive–affective model of conceptual change, and 
possible-selves theory. The former contends that our attitudes do not change based 
solely on the contents and an in-depth analysis of a persuasive message (such as the 
input given in teacher education), but that they are also influenced by so-called heuris-
tic cues, such as prior experience, mood, our feelings about the person conveying the 
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message, and knowledge and beliefs about a topic (Visser & Cooper, 2003). Reasons for 
these short-cuts are a lack of time or motivation, insufficient knowledge, and a lack of 
cognitive capacity. Dual-process theories postulate there are two routes to changing 
attitudes: a systematic and a heuristic route. In the systematic route, we engage cogni-
tively with the contents of a message, analysing and deliberately scrutinising it for its 
relevance (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). Attitudes resulting from systematic processing are 
considered to be more durable, resistant to change, and better predictors of behaviour. 
In contrast, heuristic processing takes less effort, is based on ‘learned decision rules 
used to make quick evaluative judgements during the processing of a persuasive mes-
sage’ (Gregoire, 2003, p. 159), and are a result of emotions, prior experience, and beliefs. 
They serve as ‘resource-conserving cognitive strategies’ (Visser & Cooper, 2003, p. 213), 
which help us make sense of the enormous amount of persuasive arguments reaching 
us every day. The resulting attitudes of heuristic cues are considered to be less durable 
and stable, easier to change, and less predictive of behaviour. Dual-process models 
can provide an explanation for numerous findings within teacher education research 
(Kubanyiova, 2012). Firstly, they can explain why reflection (systematic processing) is 
often found to bring about sustainable change. Secondly, heuristic (peripheral) pro-
cessing forms an explanation why some studies have found a lack of change and im-
pact: 
It seems that in those cases, teachers make judgements about the 
teacher education content based on heuristic cues rather than the ac-
tual content, and it is therefore perfectly possible for a teacher to be 
persuaded and fully endorse ideas of the teacher training course with 
no signs of her identification with those ideas in her teaching practice. 
(Kubanyiova, 2012, p. 35) 
Thirdly, prior cognitions have often been identified in teacher cognition research as 
hindering change, a fact explained by dual-processing models because these prior at-
titudes, knowledge, and beliefs function as heuristic cues.
The second pillar of Kubanyiova’s (2012) LTCC is the Cognitive–Affective Model 
of Conceptual Change (CAMCC) (Gregoire, 2003), which incorporates motivation and 
affect – factors that have often been neglected in teacher cognition research. In line 
with dual-process theories, CAMCC postulates there are two processing routes. The 
route taken depends on an automatic and immediate appraisal of a presented mes-
sage, which is based on beliefs, prior experiences, and prior knowledge. If the message 
implicates a teacher’s identity and causes dissatisfaction, stress, or unease, then this 
will lead to stress appraisal (the first route): the teacher will have to assess whether he or 
she is motivated enough and has sufficient abilities to cope with the new message. If 
that is the case – the teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs are strong – the presented message 
will be seen as a challenge (challenge appraisal), which will lead to (deep) systematic 
processing and ultimately accommodation of the message – that is, conceptual change 
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(although, of course, the teacher can also choose to reject the message after deep pro-
cessing). If a particular message does not trigger discomfort or stress and as such does 
not implicate a teacher’s self, this will lead to a benign appraisal and subsequent heu-
ristic processing, which at most will result in superficial belief changes (assimilation). 
Heuristic processing also occurs when a teacher’s identity is implicated by new teacher 
education input, but whose assessment of self-efficacy results in appraising the mes-
sage as a threat that he or she is unable to overcome.
The last model underpinning LTCC is possible-selves theory. The way we see 
ourselves and imagine possible future successes or failures can strongly influence 
our motivation. These cognitive representations of our future are often referred to 
as possible selves: ‘conceptions of the self in future states’ (Leondari, Syngollitou, & 
Kiosseoglou, 1998, p. 219), ‘identity goals’ (Pizzolato, 2006, p. 57), ‘hypothetical images’ 
(Oyserman, Terry, & Bybee, 2002, p. 314). They influence our motivation in that they 
free up motivational resources for pursuing positive self-representations or avoiding 
negative selves (Boyatzis & Akrivou, 2006). For LTCC, Kubanyiova (2012) used Hig-
gins’s (1987) self-discrepancy theory to explain how possible selves may influence 
motivational and self-regulatory mechanisms. Higgins introduced three constructs: 
a person’s actual self (current self-concept), his or her ideal self (what he or she would 
like to become), and his or her ought self (what he or she feels is their duty to be-
come). Higgins (1987, 1996, 1998, 1999) argued that the perceived discrepancy between 
the actual self and the ideal or ought selves causes emotional reactions that trigger 
self-regulatory strategies to reduce the discrepancy. To go from actual self to ideal 
self a person focuses on strategies to attain the positive characteristics of the ideal 
self (promotion focus). To avoid the negative results of not attaining the ought self (or 
attaining a feared self ), strategies are prompted that seek to prevent this (prevention 
focus) (Higgins, 1998). The mere fact that there is a dissonance between the actual self 
and the ideal or ought selves, however, does not automatically entail a person’s striv-
ing to diminish this discrepancy (Oyserman, Bybee, & Terry, 2006). For this to happen, 
the possible selves also need to have a number of characteristics: (a) the possible selves 
need to be central to our self-image (Leondari et al., 1998); (b) they need to be specific 
and comprehensive (Leondari et al., 1998); (c) they need to be plausible and strategies 
to attain the possible selves need to be explicit (Oyserman et al., 2006; Oyserman, 
Bybee, Terry, & Hart-Johnson, 2004; Pizzolato, 2006); (d) the possible selves and the 
regulation strategies to achieve these need to be understood on a conceptual level 
(Pizzolato, 2006); (e) the social context needs to provide models for the possible selves 
and the strategies to attain these (Oyserman et al., 2006; Oyserman & Destin, 2010); (f ) 
the possible selves need to be subjectively proximal (Peetz, Wilson, & Strahan, 2009); 
and (g) there needs to be a balance between the promotion focus and the prevention 
focus (Oyserman et al., 2006). 
Kubanyiova (2012) defined the desired impact of teacher education as intentional 
conceptual change, that is ‘teachers’ goal-directed and conscious mobilisation and regulation 
of cognitive, metacognitive, affective and motivational resources to bring about change in their 
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cognitions’ (p. 57; emphasis in original). With this definition, Kubanyiova situated her 
work in the normative–re-educative tradition rather than the rational–empirical one, 
as she focused on conceptual rather than direct behavioural change. Such a perspec-
tive does not neglect teacher behaviour, but it conceptualises it as a result of a teacher’s 
cognitive engagement with teacher education that ‘cannot be a priori defined’ (p. 57). 
The LTCC model, then, starts with teacher education input (which not only covers 
the content of the message itself, but also other factors such as the course, the teacher 
educator, fellow students and peers, and the tasks). This input is filtered by existing 
cognitions, which are the sum of schooling, professional coursework, contextual fac-
tors, and personal history (S. Borg, 2006). Kubanyiova (2012) argued that possible selves 
(ideal, ought, and feared) are also a central part of these cognitions, and that these 
possible language teacher selves are essential in assessing whether teacher education 
input will undergo systematic processing or heuristic processing. That is, if the input 
implicates a teacher’s selves, it will be a candidate for deep processing, but only if the 
teacher education message is relevant to a particular teacher’s possible selves and if 
that teacher actually notices a discrepancy between the actual self and the possible 
selves, giving rise to dissonance emotions. If a teacher’s selves are not implicated, then 
he or she will most likely rely on heuristic cues such as prior cognitions, course at-
tractiveness, and peer approval to decide whether or not to accept the input. In any 
case, there is no room for systematic and deep processing in this route, making true 
conceptual change an unlikely outcome: ‘The beliefs formed, changed or reaffirmed in 
this way are thought to be superficial, short-lived and easily changed in the presence 
of different peripheral cues’ (Kubanyiova, 2012, p. 62).
Teachers who do experience dissonance emotions do not automatically proceed 
to systematic processing. First they go through what LTCC calls reality check apprais-
al. This means that the plausibility and intelligibility of the new input as well as a 
teacher’s internal and external resources are assessed in order to determine whether 
he or she can accept the challenge of the input or perceive it as a threat. Examples 
of internal resources are cognitive ability, perceived control, subject-matter knowl-
edge, personal-efficacy beliefs; external resources encompass time, pupil expectations, 
supportive environment, contextual constraints. Teachers who conceptually grasp the 
message and who feel that their internal and external resources are capable of engag-
ing with the input are likely to assess it as a challenge, resulting in systematic pro-
cessing, which in turn leads to either true integration (conceptual change) or rejection 
if the teacher comes to the conclusion that he or she cannot subscribe to the teacher 
education message. If, however, the message and/or the internal and external resourc-
es are judged to be insufficient, then a teacher sees the reform message as a threat or 
an activation of their feared self, which subsequently triggers avoidance strategies and 
heuristic processing. Finally, it is important to stress the cyclical and dynamic nature 
of the LTCC model: ‘conceptual change not only results in new knowledge and beliefs, 
but also alters the teachers’ identity, which, in turn, transforms their teaching practice’ 
(Kubanyiova, 2012, p. 65). 
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5.2.5 Present study
Based on the discussion of the pertinent literature above, the present study defines 
cognitions as closely interwoven combinations of knowledge and often tacit beliefs, 
the latter of which are evaluative propositions, ‘accepted as true by the individual, and 
… imbued with emotive commitment’ (M. Borg, 2001, p. 186). Teacher cognitions are 
the result of prior experiences, schooling, teacher education, teaching experience, and 
contextual factors (S. Borg, 2006) – embedded within a broader sociocultural setting. 
They function as a guide to behaviour and vice versa, although the relationship is by 
no means isomorphic (see Skott, 2015, for a recent discussion of the belief–practice 
quandary). 
A further principal notion in this study is that of a teacher’s professional identity:
Teacher professional identity then stands at the core of the teaching 
profession. It provides a framework for teachers to construct their own 
ideas of ‘how to be’, ‘how to act’ and ‘how to understand’ their work and 
their place in society. Importantly, teacher identity is not something that 
is fixed nor is it imposed; rather it is negotiated through experience and 
the sense that is made of that experience. (Sachs, 2005, p. 15)
Professional identity formation and language teacher cognition theory (as discussed 
above) served as conceptual, interpretive lenses through which the data were investi-
gated, analysed, and made sense of. Additionally, Kubanyiova’s (2012) LTCC model was 
used to ground the discussion of the results in a theoretical framework of language 
teachers’ conceptual change.
5.3 Method
The goal of this study was to investigate how a teacher education programme attempt-
ed to affect student teachers’ pedagogical grammar cognitions from a holistic perspec-
tive – going beyond a mere pre- and post-course comparison of beliefs – and to de-
termine whether the different levels of the curriculum (intended, implemented, and 
attained) were congruent. To do justice to the inherent complexity of this objective a 
qualitative, instrumental case study was conducted. An instrumental case study is called 
for when there is ‘a research question, a puzzlement, a need for general understanding, 
and [we] feel that we may get insight into the question by studying a particular case’ 
(Stake, 1995, p. 3) – as opposed to an intrinsic case study, in which the focus is on the 
particulars of a unique case. Furthermore, case-study methodology is a particularly 
useful research strategy when a contemporary phenomenon is investigated in depth, 
within its real-world context, and there are a multiplicity of variables to consider and 
various data sources to consult (Yin, 2014) – all of which applied to the current study. 
5.3.1 Site description
The present study had a single-case, holistic design, which is defined as a study of 
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a unitary case that coincides with the unit of analysis (Yin, 2014). This unit of analy-
sis (the ‘case’) was the pedagogical grammar curriculum of a TEFL bachelor’s degree 
programme at a Dutch university of applied sciences, which also participated in our 
previous studies (Graus & Coppen, 2015, 2016, 2017) (Chapters 2, 3, 4). It was a full-time, 
four-year, pre-service teacher education course, upon graduation of which students 
are awarded a Bachelor of Education degree and are certified to teach English as a 
foreign language in lower secondary school and in post-secondary vocational schools. 
The curriculum comprised four domains: Language Skills (‘learning the lan-
guage’), Linguistics (‘learning about the language’), Culture and Literature (‘learning 
about the people who speak the language’), and Professional Studies (‘learning how to 
teach the language and become a skilled teacher’). Grammar was taught in years 1 and 
2 as part of the Linguistics programme (both as a subject in its own right and as part of 
Syntax and Study of Language). It also played a minor role in the Language Skills pro-
gramme, preparing students for the Cambridge Certificate in Advanced English (CAE) 
(year 1) and the Cambridge Certificate of Proficiency in English (CPE) in years 2 and 3. 
Finally, the Pedagogical Grammar course in year 2 – part of the Professional Studies 
programme – trained students in integrating grammar into their language teaching. 
Further details about the curriculum can be found in Table 5.1.
Year Language Skills Linguistics Culture and Literature Professional Studies
1 Language Skills 
(CAE), Vocabulary, 
Pronunciation
Phonetics, Gram-
mar
British Culture, Ameri-
can Culture, Australian 
Literature, English/
Irish Literature
Introduction to Teaching, 
Exploring Courseware, 
Receptive Skills, Productive 
Skills, Active with Words, 
Drama, Educational Science, 
School Placement
2 Language Skills (CPE) Syntax, Applied 
Phonetics, Study of 
Language
Historical English 
Literature, Cultural 
Aspects, Innovative 
(Vocational) Teaching, 
Young Adult Fiction 
Active Learning, Pedagogical 
Grammar, Second Language 
Acquisition, Drama, Edu-
cational Science, Research 
Skills, Technology Enhanced 
Learning and Teaching, 
School Placement
3 Language Skills (CPE) Educational Science, School 
Placement, Minor Abroad (in 
English-speaking country)
4 Enrichment Op-
tions (such as Lin-
guistics: Language 
and Power)
Enrichment Options 
(such as World Liter-
atures)
Research Project, Enrich-
ment Options (such as 
Teaching Materials Develop-
ment), Educational Science, 
School Placement
Table 5.1. Curriculum
Note. CAE = Cambridge Certificate in Advanced English; CPE = Cambridge Certificate of Proficiency in English. Curricular 
components involving school grammar and teaching grammar are italicised.
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5.3.2 Case-study protocol, data sources, and informants
To guide the study and increase its validity and reliability, a case-study protocol was 
developed, which is defined by Yin (2014) as ‘the procedural guide for collecting the 
data for a case study, including a set of field questions to be addressed by the re-
searcher, representing the researcher’s “mental agenda”’ (p. 240). In the protocol the 
goal, research questions, and theoretical framework were incorporated (see previous 
sections). It also contained elaborate information on data collection procedures, an 
overview of the data sources and key informants, data collection questions and instru-
ments, and data analysis strategies, all of which are discussed below.
An in-depth exploration of the local context, including an interview with the de-
partment chair responsible for the B.Ed. English programme, yielded a comprehen-
sive list of key informants and data sources. To gain as complete an overview as pos-
sible of the case and site, it was decided to collect and triangulate data from three 
main sources: interviews, documents, and observations. The primary data came from 
the interviews, which were conducted with three groups of informants: (a) all teacher 
educators who taught TEFL courses, Grammar, and/or Pedagogical Grammar (N = 10); 
(b) a group of 16 fourth-year students (out of 46), 12 of whom also participated in our 
previous studies (consisting mainly of teaching practice, year 4 was opted for because 
students in this year had completed the bulk of the curriculum); and (c) 6 school place-
ment mentors, who were selected at random. Table 5.2 provides additional details. 
Further, national and local documents underlying the curriculum were identified and 
gathered (see Table 5.3). Lastly, lessons from three courses were observed: Grammar 
(year 1), Pedagogical Grammar (year 2), and Language Skills (years 1 and 2) (see Table 
5.4). These lessons were part of the year 1 and year 2 curriculum, but since the cur-
riculum had not changed substantively during the past few years, we felt confident 
that cross-sectionally combining the data from the student interviews (year 4) and the 
observations (year 1 and 2) would not negatively influence the outcomes of the study 
(see also section 5.3.5).
5.3.3 Instruments and data collection
To give direction to the instrument development and to be able to collect and analyse 
data systematically, two central, multipronged topics – or dimensions – were utilised 
to function as a blueprint for what Yin (2014) called the researcher’s ‘mental line of 
inquiry’ (p. 239): a curricular dimension and a pedagogical grammar dimension. The cur-
ricular dimension was based on van den Akker’s (2003) typology of curriculum rep-
resentations, which distinguishes three levels: the intended (objectives and goals), the 
implemented (practice of teaching), and the attained (resulting learning experiences) 
curriculum. Each level can be subdivided further, as can be seen in Table 5.5. The ped-
agogical grammar dimension focused on the position of form-focused instruction (in 
this case grammar instruction) in the foreign language curriculum and comprised 
three aspects (based on Graus & Coppen, 2016) (Chapter 3): (a) the necessity of gram-
mar teaching (i.e., is teaching grammar useful for language acquisition?); (b) the role 
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Group N Percentage 
female
Age Experience
Fourth-year studentsa 16 75 23.9 (21–29) –
Teacher educatorsb 10 50 46.1 (33–60) 9.5 (1–27)
School placement mentorsc 6 66.67 37.3 (26–65) 13.8 (1–42)
Context Documents
National Teacher competence requirements
General knowledge base for teachers 
Subject-specific knowledge base for teaching English in lower secondary school
Primary objectives English in lower secondary school
Final attainment goals English in upper secondary school
Final attainment goals English in post-secondary vocational education
Local Student Handbook B.Ed. English programme
Course syllabi and other study materials and tests: TEFL courses, Grammar course, Peda-
gogical Grammar course, Language Skills courses
Course Hours
Pedagogical Grammar (year 2) 18
Grammar (year 1) 6
Language Skills (years 1–2) 6
Table 5.2. Key informants
Table 5.3. Data sources: documents underlying the curriculum
Table 5.4. Observed lessons
Note. Age and experience: the first number represents the mean; the parenthesised numbers represent the range.
a Randomly selected from a group of 46 students in total. b All teacher educators teaching TEFL, Grammar, and/or Pedagogical 
Grammar in the full-time course were interviewed. c Randomly selected. 
Note. B.Ed. = Bachelor of Education; TEFL = teaching English as a foreign language.
of grammar teaching in the foreign language curriculum (i.e., if we do teach grammar, 
how extensive should the focus be? should grammar take centre stage and be taught 
systematically, or should we only deal with grammar features that are problematic for 
students?); and (c) the type of grammar teaching (i.e., should grammar be taught ex-
plicitly or implicitly, and deductively or inductively?). These aspects are underpinned 
by widely acknowledged dichotomies in second language acquisition (SLA) research, 
such as focus on form versus focus on forms and explicit versus implicit instruction. 
See Table 5.6 for further details.
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Intended Formal/Written Vision and intentions as specified in curriculum documents as well 
as in broader contextual documents (e.g., Dutch national curricular 
framework for secondary education and teacher education) 
Ideal Vision (rationale underlying a curriculum) as interpreted by educators
Implemented Perceived Curriculum as interpreted by student teachers and educators
Operational Actual process of teaching and learning 
Attained Experiential Learning experiences as perceived by student teachers and educators
Learned Resulting learning outcomes as perceived by student teachers and 
educators
Necessity Meaning-focused 
instruction (MFI)
Focus on meaning, communication, authentic tasks, immer-
sion, and comprehensible input
Learners receive no grammar instruction
Form-focused 
instruction (FFI)
Focus on form as well as on meaning
Grammar instruction is part of teaching
Role Focus on Form 
(FonF)
Overriding focus on meaning and communication
FFI only in response to learners’ needs
FFI is brief and unobtrusive (during meaning-focused activities)
Focus on Forms 
(FonFs)
Grammar syllabus is taught systematically
FFI as main objective of (part of ) lessons
Teaching options Implicit instruction Learners’ attention is attracted to linguistic forms without direct 
explanation of a rule
Explicit instruction Learners are taught a metalinguistic rule
Inductive instruction Learns induce a rule themselves based on exemplars
Deductive instruc-
tion
Learners are first presented with a rule, after which exemplars 
are discussed
Table 5.5. Curricular dimension: typology of curriculum representations
Table 5.6. Grammar dimension: the necessity of FFI, its role in the curriculum, and teaching 
options
Note. Adapted from van den Akker (2003, p. 3).
Note. Based on Graus and Coppen (2016) (Chapter 3).
To ensure systematicity, the data collection instruments were designed so as to 
provide information on both central dimensions of the case-study protocol. Com-
bining these dimensions and all data sources, a matrix (Table 5.7) was created to guide 
data collection as well as analysis. For instance, based on this matrix separate interview 
guides were constructed for each group of informants, which were the basis for the 
semi-structured interviews. In individual interviews, each informant was asked about 
the ideal, implemented, and (perceived) attained pedagogical grammar curriculum 
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Curricular dimension Pedagogical grammar dimensiona
Necessity Role Teaching options
Intended Formal/written Key documents (national and local): content analysis
Ideal Teacher educators: semi-structured interviews
SP mentors: semi-structured interviews
Implemented Perceived Teacher educators: semi-structured interviews
Student teachers: semi-structured interviews
SP mentors: semi-structured interviews
Operational Relevant courses: observations
Attained Experiential Teacher educators: semi-structured interviews
Student teachers: semi-structured interviews
SP mentors: semi-structured interviews
(Perceived) learned Teacher educators: semi-structured interviews
Student teachers: semi-structured interviews
SP mentors: semi-structured interviews
Table 5.7. Data collection and analysis blueprint
Note. SP = school placement. 
a The pedagogical grammar dimension focused on the position of grammar instruction in the foreign language curriculum 
and comprised three aspects (based on Graus & Coppen, 2016): (a) the necessity of grammar teaching; (b) the role of gram-
mar teaching in the foreign language curriculum; and (c) the type of grammar teaching. These aspects were explored within 
the context of the intended, implemented, and attained curriculum through interviews, observations, and document analysis.
from their point of view, and if necessary probed about their ideas concerning the 
necessity and role of grammar in their teaching and preferred instructional options. 
In total, 32 in-depth interviews were conducted, each of which lasted between 45 and 
90 minutes. The audio recordings of the interviews were transcribed by research assis-
tants and checked by the first researcher, after which they were sent to the interviewees 
for a member check. Resulting comments were incorporated in the transcripts.
Originally, it was decided to observe only the Pedagogical Grammar course (the 
only course in the B.Ed. programme that is entirely and explicitly devoted to grammar 
teaching in the foreign language classroom), but during the course of the study it 
became apparent that additional (limited) observation of the Grammar and Language 
Skills courses was required in order to gain a full understanding of the pedagogical 
grammar curriculum. The method of observation was naturalistic, non-disguised, di-
rect, and unstructured (McKechnie, 2008). This entailed the first researcher’s being 
present at class sessions and taking notes of teaching activities, teacher and student 
behaviour, discourse, and interactions. All sessions were also recorded in order to en-
able the researcher to verify data post hoc. After each session, the notes were imme-
diately processed and converted into written accounts. The researcher attempted to 
record the data as objectively as possible, avoiding possible interpretations, inferences, 
speculations, assumptions, and evaluations. Each written account was carefully scru-
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tinised for evaluative and inferential phrasings so as to compel the researcher to pro-
duce a written record of each session in descriptive as opposed to evaluative language.
The data were collected over a ten-month period, from June 2016 to March 2017.
5.3.4 Data analysis and presentation
Subsequently, all data – interview transcripts, accumulated data, and observation re-
cords – were imported into NVivo 11 for qualitative, inductive analysis. In the first cycle, 
structural and descriptive coding techniques (Guest et al., 2012; Miles et al., 2014) were 
used to segment the data into distinct passages, yielding a topic list of the data’s con-
tent. Then through a process of initial coding, the data were analysed further to iden-
tify processes, properties, and dimensions within and across topics and data sources, 
employing process and in-vivo codes (Charmaz, 2014; Corbin & Strauss, 2015). In the 
second cycle – in a process akin to focused, axial, and theoretical coding (Charmaz, 
2014; Corbin & Strauss, 2015) – the data were analysed further by re-examining, com-
paring, rearranging, and grouping the initial codes. Codes that were substantively sim-
ilar and comprised recurring patterns were combined to form categories and themes, 
linking them together in a meaningful way that was grounded in the data. During this 
cycle, extensive memo writing was used as an analytical technique to stimulate deep 
reflection on the data and the emerging themes. As a guide to making sense of the 
data on a more abstract level and identifying categories and themes, the dimensions 
mentioned before (curricular and pedagogical grammar dimensions) were used. For 
instance, codes such as no abstract formulas; short, concrete rules; communicative context; 
meaningful; phased practice were assigned in the first cycle to capture what teacher ed-
ucators said about the various grammar teaching options they wanted their students 
to know about. In the second cycle, these codes were categorised as instructional options 
within the ideal curriculum. The full coding schemes can be found in Appendix E.
In the Results section, the major themes and patterns are presented, together with 
pertinent quotations that connect the themes to the data. A theme or category was 
deemed major if it (or any aspect of it) was discussed in sufficient detail by at least 
75 per cent of participants in a particular group so as to provide the researchers with 
abundant data to justify in-depth analysis. The document and observation data were 
used as complementary information to triangulate the findings from the interviews. 
Since this study was qualitative in nature, no precise quantification or frequency 
statistics of themes are provided in the Results section, as such analytic strategies 
do not generally lead to particularly insightful qualitative research (Yin, 2016).2 The 
findings presented in the next section are intended to provide a qualitative insight 
into the mechanisms underlying the impact of teacher education on student teacher 
pedagogical grammar cognitions, and as such these findings are based on the ma-
jor patterns discovered in the participants’ narratives supported by observation and 
document data. To ground these findings in the data, excerpts germane to the major 
themes were selected that concisely represent the participants’ perspective.
Lastly, in the final two sections of this chapter, the results of the inductive analysis 
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and its implications are discussed and contextualised, as well as examined in terms of 
Kubanyiova’s (2012) LTCC model. 
5.3.5 Validity, reliability, and limitations
Several strategies and tactics were employed to enhance validity and reliability (Yin, 
2014). To increase construct validity, multiple sources of evidence were selected aimed 
at corroborating findings and determining the degree of convergence. Also, a case-
study database was compiled to establish a clear chain of evidence ‘showing how find-
ings come from the data that were collected and in turn from the guidelines in the 
case study protocol and from the original research questions’ (Yin, 2014, pp. 237–238) 
– a practice that also improves a study’s reliability. Additionally, immediately upon 
gathering, all data were analysed provisionally to guide further data collection and 
check for saturation. To support internal and external validity, relevant theory was 
reviewed before data collection and a theoretical framework was conceived to ground 
the case-study protocol in. During coding, various methods were used to ensure a 
high-quality data analysis. The data were coded by the first researcher, after which the 
second researcher and two other coders independently coded six randomly selected 
lengthy fragments from the case-study database. The first researcher then analysed 
the double-coded text to extract any discrepancies – in code definitions as well as 
in distribution – which were subsequently discussed and resolved (seven codes were 
added, six codes were collapsed). As a final step, the first researcher reviewed the entire 
database once more to adapt coding where necessary, which resulted in the recoding 
of approximately 12 per cent of the database.
Despite the various measures taken to maximise validity and reliability, the present 
study has a number of potential limitations that need to be taken into account when 
interpreting the results. The first is the cross-sectional nature of the study. A deliber-
ate choice was made to interview fourth-year students, who had personal experience 
of most of the curriculum, in order to gain a holistic perspective of how they had 
experienced the pedagogical grammar curriculum. The downside of this decision was 
the unavailability of first-hand data on the curriculum itself, since all grammatical 
components had been taught in years 1 and 2. To compensate for this, however, con-
siderable effort was devoted to determining the extent to which the curriculum had 
changed in the past few years by probing key informants and studying and comparing 
course syllabi and other course materials. No substantive changes were discovered, 
and in fact most of the courses observed were still taught by the same teacher educa-
tors as a few years ago. 
The second limitation is inherent to case-study methodology. Due to the purpo-
sive sampling strategy and the relatively small number of participants compared to 
quantitative studies, generalisations in the traditional statistical sense cannot be made 
based on our findings. Nevertheless, through an in-depth investigation using rigorous 
methods this study aimed to contribute to the understanding of the impact of teacher 
education on student teacher cognitions and the underlying mechanisms, and rele-
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vant theory – a mode of inferencing often referred to as ‘analytic generalisation’ (Yin, 
2016, p. 104). Moreover, the case presented here is not entirely unique – neither for the 
Netherlands nor probably for many teacher education programmes in other parts of 
the world. Therefore, a certain degree of generalisation, also known as transferability in 
qualitative research (Jensen, 2012), is possible depending on ‘the degree of similarity of 
the sending and receiving contexts’ (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 297). For the reader to be 
able to judge this similarity, the next section starts with a comprehensive description 
of the curriculum under investigation based on the document analysis we conducted 
(see also section 5.3.1).
5.4 Results
5.4.1 Context
Document analysis revealed that the English curriculum in secondary school, where 
many student teachers will typically find employment, was based on so-called primary 
objectives for lower secondary and final attainment goals for upper secondary, both of 
which were drawn up under the authority of the Dutch Ministry of Education. These 
documents did not make any reference to grammar or its role in the foreign language 
classroom. The primary objectives for English – eight in total – were formulated in 
general terms and referred to reading, speaking, listening, and writing. These four 
skills also played a central role in the final attainment goals. Linguistic accuracy or 
correctness was not explicitly mentioned. The subdomain writing skills, for example, 
only referred to ‘adequacy’:
The examination candidate is able to:
• react adequately in written communications with target language 
users;
• request and give information;
• present obtained information adequately …
• write a report. 
(Final attainment goals pre-university education)
It was only through a link between the attainment goals and the Common Europe-
an Framework of Reference (CEFR) (Council of Europe, 2001) that grammatical cor-
rectness was made somewhat more explicit. The target level for productive skills in 
pre-university secondary education, for instance, was B2:
Shows a relatively high degree of grammatical control. Does not make 
errors which cause misunderstanding, and can correct most of his/her 
mistakes.  
(CEFR; European Council, 2001, p. 28)
In contrast to the rather opaque situation in secondary school, the documents under-
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lying teacher education in the Netherlands were found to be more explicit as to the 
role of grammar. B.Ed. degree programmes preparing students for teaching in lower 
secondary school and vocational education were based on two nationally stipulated 
knowledge bases. The general knowledge base was the same for all programmes and 
contained learning objectives concerning generic educational concepts, pedagogy, and 
methodology. Additionally, there were knowledge bases for each school subject. The 
one for English described subject-specific concepts and skills students were required 
to master, such as sociocultural knowledge, foreign language teaching methodology, 
language skills (at level C2 of the CEFR scale), language acquisition theories, and lit-
erary knowledge. Linguistic and grammatical knowledge were also part of this knowl-
edge base:
Is able to recognise and name the most important grammatical con-
cepts and knows the grammar rules that are necessary for teaching a 
foreign language. …
Knows in what ways grammatical knowledge is acquired and can be ap-
plied, and is able to use these strategies effectively in his/her language 
teaching. 
(Subject-specific knowledge base English)
Assessment and testing were the responsibility of each programme individually, with 
two exceptions. In year 3, student teachers were required to sit for the official CPE 
exam demonstrating they had attained CEFR level C2. Also in year 3, they took the 
so-called national knowledge test, which was based on only three (sub)domains of the 
subject-specific knowledge base English: linguistic knowledge, knowledge of country 
and society, and knowledge of history and geography. The linguistic part of the test 
comprised 60 per cent of all questions and was limited to declarative grammatical 
knowledge. It contained multiple-choice questions such as:
The article in the newspaper about a new biological computer proved 
to be a hoax.
What is ‘The article in the newspaper about a new biological computer’ 
in this sentence?
A An adverbial
B An indirect object
C A subject
D A subject complement
(National knowledge test)
Analysis of local documents provided information on the formal curriculum of the 
degree programme selected for this study and to an extent of its implementation. The 
Student Handbook, a booklet distributed to all students at the start of each academic 
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year, offered an outline of the programme, its rules and procedures, and courses. 
In addition, it contained a three-pronged vision statement summarising how the 
‘[d]idactic approaches of the Department of English focus on the student as an in-
dividual and the processes of development while training to be a teacher’. The first 
principle the curriculum was based on was that student teachers’ learning was seen 
as progressing from ‘monitored to autonomous and critical’. The second principle 
concerned the development of a ‘personal professional identity’, providing student 
teachers with opportunities to ‘adjust any preconceptions they might have’. Lastly, 
the programme promoted what Swennen, Lunenberg, and Korthagen (2008) called 
congruent teaching:
By applying the principle practise what you preach, lessons serve as 
models for effective teaching. … Where subject knowledge and didactic 
approaches are concerned, the application of these two facets to the stu-
dents’ future practice is, wherever possible, explicitly emphasized dur-
ing lessons. Both the curriculum and lessons serve as models for the 
skills, subject knowledge and teaching competences which the student 
is expected to acquire.
(Student Handbook)
Moreover, the Student Handbook clearly showed how the English Department en-
dorsed a communicative teaching paradigm:
The development of communicative methodology … towards actively 
performing authentic communicative tasks is reflected in our course 
methodology. Though some form-focused learning tasks have not com-
pletely disappeared, the overall methodology is practice-based assign-
ments with a focus on both communication and teacher tasks, such as 
designing lessons, webquests, giving presentations, doing interviews, 
finding materials on web channels, reflecting on fiction, film, or games.
(Student Handbook)
In terms of relative study load, more attention was paid to grammar in the Linguis-
tics programme (declarative knowledge of grammar) than to grammar pedagogy. Ex-
amination of the documents underlying the Pedagogical Grammar course provided 
insight into its goals and the methods used. The learning objectives were formulated 
as follows:
You are expected to apply the grammatical and methodological knowl-
edge gained in year 1 and to translate this into daily teaching practice 
of secondary (vocational) education. This means your own level of basic 
grammar needs to be ready for immediate use in this teaching context. 
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You know the difference between a deductive and inductive approach 
and can apply both. You can teach grammar in a communicative con-
text in logical steps (applying Neuner’s exercise typology), using clear 
examples focusing on both usage and form. You can justify your choices 
referring to relevant theory.
(Course reader)
The course reader introduced students to a four-step lesson model, partly based on 
Neuner, Krüger, and Grewer’s (1981) exercise typology of communicative teaching. The 
first step was introducing a grammatical feature in a communicative context, followed 
by the next stage: a short and simple explanation of the concomitant rule. Steps three 
and four consisted of practice activities, beginning with a focus on receptive under-
standing of the form, followed by closed and then free production. In the course read-
er, the ‘[l]ogical order’ of teaching grammar was presented as:
Introduction: authentic exposure in communicative context (step 1) → 
Example sentences (visualize!) (step 2) → Handbook discovery – start with 
use, then form → Clarification – explain the rule (use example sentences) 
→ Neuner A exercise – check understanding of the rule (step 3) (recog-
nizing/finding use/form (in context), no production!) → Possible further 
clarification (repetition and issues in phase A) → Neuner B – closed re-
production (restricted output) → Neuner C – room for variation (step 4) 
→ Neuner D – free production (authentic output in communicative con-
text) (instruction on content, not on language to use!) → Rounding off.
(Course reader)
Furthermore, the course reader offered a number of ‘Grammar facts’ that were also 
discussed in class and supported by selected chapters in the textbook that students 
were required to read (Learning Teaching by Jim Scrivener). For instance, students 
were told time and again that grammar is a support tool, the aim of which is to be 
able to apply rules effectively. Also, attention was paid to the limitations of grammar 
teaching:
• It is more important to have pupils learn to use the language as soon 
as possible than to have them use the language correctly.
• The best way to acquire language is through exposure to the lan-
guage. Grammar rules can help to ease and speed up this acquisition.
• Acquisition of a grammatical structure is not the same as the applica-
tion of a grammatical rule.
• Acquisition in this context means that a learner subconsciously or au-
tomatically applies the rule correctly.
(Course reader)
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5.4.2 Traditional grammar teaching
The student teachers interviewed for this study showed a fairly nuanced understand-
ing of foreign language teaching, stressing the importance of input, exposure, inter-
action, and skills development. Even regarding grammar – at least when talking in 
general and abstract terms – they seemed to support a communicative–functional ap-
proach to its role in teaching English as a foreign language. All participants referred to 
grammar as a tool for learning a language, emphasising that it was not a goal in and of 
itself and that learning how to communicate effectively was more relevant:
Grammar of course isn’t the pinnacle of importance – at least I don’t 
think it is. … [Learning a language] is about being able to communicate. 
It’s about a focus on skills. (Parker; student teacher) 3
When probing deeper into what grammar teaching meant to them, however, a dif-
ferent picture emerged – one more commensurate with traditional grammar teach-
ing (i.e., teaching a synthetic grammar syllabus supported by mechanical drills with 
a limited focus on transfer to real language use). Further analysis of the interview 
data showed that there were four main components to how student teachers oper-
ationalised effective grammar teaching (see Table 5.8 for relevant quotes). The first 
component was a distinct preference for explicitly discussing pedagogical grammar 
rules – for which they reported using diagrams, PowerPoint presentations, and other 
visualisation techniques – and an unquestioning attitude with regard to the impor-
tance and efficacy of teaching these rules. Participants also tended to stress that the 
entire grammatical framework should be covered systematically – one structure at a 
time – in lower secondary school, often starting with the conjugations of frequent 
irregular verbs such as to be and to have in year 1 and ending with the passive voice in 
year 3. Moreover, in virtually all cases grammar was characterised as an isolated com-
ponent of the language lesson (‘It’s a separate thing, not integrated into skills teach-
ing’, as one student teacher, Olivia, put it). This isolated status was also evident in how 
grammar practice was portrayed – the final component. Practice was nearly always de-
scribed as focused on formal aspects, and as guided, reproductive, and mechanical in 
nature (e.g., gap-fills, error correction, and translation of decontextualised sentences). 
Assignments intended to stimulate meaningful and productive use of new linguistic 
structures were generally not part of student teachers’ conceptualisation of grammar 
instruction. Overall, this approach to teaching grammar was considered a significant 
part of what it means to be a language teacher:
Yes, I think it’s important. I mean, you teach English – you’re teaching 
learners a language. … Knowledge about English grammar and teach-
ing is important then. It’s part of your profession. (Chloe; student teacher)
This preference of student teachers for traditional grammar teaching was acknowl-
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edged by their educators, as can also be seen in Table 5.8. In the interviews, they reg-
ularly lamented student teachers’ traditional views, the importance they attached to 
grammar instruction, and how ineffective the resulting teaching practices were likely 
to be: 
Isolated grammar teaching doesn’t result in communicative skills. Sure, 
grammar has a role to play, but we shouldn’t prioritise it. Learning a 
language is all about communicating, not about knowing silly grammar 
rules. … That doesn’t make any sense. (Ursa; teacher educator)
Teacher educators were especially disheartened about how grammar was often not 
connected to skills teaching and that grammar practice usually did not go much fur-
ther than decontextualised and mechanical gap-fills and translation exercises with-
out providing learners with the opportunity to practise newly learned structures in a 
meaningful way. 
Student teachersa Teacher educators
Explicit teaching 
of rules
I usually make a diagram and then I 
say for example, ‘Okay, this is called the 
present perfect.’ Then I give the rule … 
and an example sentence. ( Jenny)
Our student teachers are obsessed by 
rules. ‘This is what the present simple 
looks like; this is how you form it; this is 
how you use it.’ There’s no context. (Ursa) 
Isolated Learners often don’t make the connec-
tion between a writing assignment and 
what we dealt with in class earlier. When 
writing they don’t think of the rules any 
more. (Adam)
We want them [student teachers] to see 
grammar as a tool for language acquisi-
tion, … for speaking and writing, but too 
often it’s an isolated aspect of teaching. 
(Matt) 
Systematic Take, for instance, the tenses. You start 
with the present simple, and then the 
present continuous, past simple, and past 
continuous. So first the present tenses, 
then the past tenses. (Chloe)
Nine out of ten times it’s about forms. It’s 
metalanguage, formulas, form-focused. 
And student teachers prefer it to be as 
comprehensive as possible. You don’t want 
to leave anything out! (Gayle) 
Mechanical 
practice
You should start small. … First there’s a 
gap-fill, where for instance learn is given 
in brackets, and they have to fill in have 
learnt. … The second exercise could be 
translating sentences from Dutch into 
English, using the present perfect only. 
And perhaps later  – but not immediate-
ly – they have to choose between tenses. 
(Darlene) 
Student teachers have these black-and-
white ideas about right and wrong when 
it comes to grammar. That’s the way they 
practise grammar with learners. A dozen 
reproductive exercises or ‘find-the-error’-
type of assignments. (Alma)
Table 5.8. Aspects of grammar teaching according to student teachers and their teacher educa-
tors
a These quotes reflect the type of grammar instruction the student teachers preferred and examples (often from their own 
practice) of what they considered to be good grammar teaching.
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5.4.3 Pedagogical grammar
Among teacher educators there was considerable frustration about their inability to 
effect change in student teachers and impress on them that a form-focused compo-
nent in language teaching is more likely to be effective if embedded in a meaning-
ful context and combined with communicative practice. These feelings of frustration 
were also rooted in the fact that teacher educators could not explain why their teaching 
did not seem to work:
Upon graduation, students have a lot of explicit knowledge of gram-
mar. They understand it, they’ve analysed it as a separate component 
of language. They get how it works. … But somehow, they don’t real-
ise that they’re not supposed to transmit this knowledge in its entirety 
to learners. And that is the difference between teacher education and 
teaching in secondary school. In secondary school, it’s all about teaching 
language skills, and grammar is a means to an end. I couldn’t care less 
whether or not learners can explain how to form the passive. I want to 
see them use it. And somehow that’s where it goes wrong. (Alma; teacher 
educator)
Yet the role of grammar in the foreign language classroom was discussed at length in 
the Pedagogical Grammar course (year 2). This course, which combined both theoret-
ical and practical aspects of grammar instruction, was specifically aimed at teaching 
student teachers how to integrate grammar into language teaching. Considerable time 
was devoted to the discussion of the need for a purposeful, functional, and commu-
nicative context in which to embed linguistic structures in order to produce mean-
ingful messages. Student teachers were taught how to use comprehensive examples 
of (semi-)authentic language to show learners how a particular grammatical structure 
is used to realise certain language functions. Students were also advised to experi-
ment with ‘guided discovery’, an inductive approach that gives learners an active role 
in finding and formulating regularities in examples they are presented with. Anoth-
er major topic covered in the course was how to incorporate grammatical practice, 
which was operationalised as leading learners from understanding to using linguistic 
structures, going from receptive exercises to limited mechanical and controlled drills 
to extensive free and productive language use. Various approaches were used in the 
course to enable students to interact with the subject matter, such as (relatively brief ) 
lectures, microteaching and peer teaching, peer and teacher feedback, modelling, and 
numerous individual and group assignments (e.g., creating lesson plans). 
Despite the intensive course, teacher educators felt that in the long term they were 
unable to change the cognitions of their students on the role of grammar in language 
teaching. At the end of the Pedagogical Grammar course, student teachers were start-
ing to show an awareness of the importance of integrating grammar in a meaningful 
way, but fourth-year students appeared to have lost this perspective for the most part. 
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When asked how Pedagogical Grammar had contributed to their development as lan-
guage teachers, they were unanimous in their reactions:
I really don’t remember. I should be ashamed of myself. I do remember 
we had to hand in a portfolio, I think. I don’t know. We had to construct 
a lesson, but I can’t really remember. (Darlene; student teacher)
To be honest, I don’t really remember. (Chloe; student teacher)
There was peer teaching – we had to teach a lesson to each other. That’s 
more or less all I remember. It didn’t leave much of an impression. (Ra-
chel; student teacher)
Teacher educators were aware of this, but seemed at a loss as to why their efforts did 
not produce results:
Nine out of ten times, the course doesn’t work the way we want it to. 
And I don’t know why that is. Every year I think to myself, now we’ve got 
it, now we’ve tweaked the programme in such a way that it should work. 
But no. In the end, students somehow always return to something like, 
‘Today, we’ll be discussing the past continuous’, and we’re back to a 
one-sided focus on forms. (Gayle; teacher educator)
5.4.4 Grammar
The relative ineffectiveness of Pedagogical Grammar raised the question whether 
there were other parts of the curriculum that affected student teachers’ conceptual-
isations of grammar instruction. The Grammar course was found to fulfil this role:
When speaking or writing, I usually don’t think about rules – it’s more 
intuitive. [In the Grammar course] I was taught the names of tenses 
and what they look like, so that now I know for example what tense I’m 
going swimming is and how to form it. And this gave me a clear sense of 
how I should teach these things to learners. … For instance, I can still 
remember how the present tense was explained to us … And that sort of 
stuck with me, and now I teach it in the same way. … So [the Grammar 
course] really helped me in getting to grips with English and how to 
teach it. (Sophy; student teacher)
It’s important that you know the rules really well, that really helps. [The 
Grammar course] wasn’t about pedagogy – it was real English – but it 
did show me how to explain grammar. It became clear to us, you’re 
becoming teachers now, so you can’t play it by ear any more. Rules are 
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important, and you need to keep repeating them until they stick. (Erin; 
student teacher)
This was an unexpected finding, since the Grammar course was part of the linguistic 
domain of the curriculum and not the pedagogical one. The course was intended as an 
academic subject teaching disciplinary knowledge of grammar, meant to support stu-
dent teachers in becoming experts in their future role as English teachers. It revolved 
around the English morphosyntactic system, which was discussed in lecture-style ses-
sions in years 1 and 2. Practice consisted of gap-fills, error correction, and translation 
of decontextualised sentences. Seen through the lens of language pedagogy, it could 
be considered a very traditional approach without any link to language use or commu-
nication. However, it was not primarily intended to support students in their acqui-
sition of English; rather it was considered a contribution to student teachers’ explicit 
knowledge of the English grammatical system, which was seen as a vital part of the 
professional identity and expertise of an English teacher. Teacher educators also made 
it clear to their students that the course was by no means intended as a pedagogical 
model. Nonetheless, that was exactly the role it fulfilled. One student teacher even 
showed some awareness of this situation:
It’s almost like there’s a conflict between the traditional way of teaching 
grammar – translation, learning rules, deductively – … and the more 
communicative and natural way. … And that’s the conflict: here we’re 
steered towards teaching communicatively whereas the manner in 
which grammar is taught here is still traditional. It feels artificial. We’re 
supposed to make it meaningful, but it wasn’t for us. And that makes it 
hard to translate everything to our own practice. (Olivia; student teacher) 
As Table 5.9 shows, there is considerable overlap in how student teachers described 
their experiences of the Grammar course and how they presented their conceptions 
of ‘good’ grammar teaching. Both manifest a substantial degree of teacher-led rule 
explanation, systematic and extensive grammar teaching, and isolated and controlled 
practice. Moreover, since their Language Skills courses focused mainly on (receptive, 
productive, and communicative) skills practice without much reference to underlying 
grammatical rules, student teachers were not actively confronted in their own lan-
guage learning during teacher education with models that integrated rule explana-
tion, controlled practice, and communicative activities.
5.4.5 Practice
Apart from the Grammar course, student teacher cognitions were also found to be 
influenced by two sources of practical experience. First of all,  student teachers fell 
back on the way they were taught themselves in secondary school to explain their ideas 
about grammar instruction. One of them described it as ‘habituation’:
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It’s hard to put into words, but I think it’s a process of habituation over 
all the years that I have been confronted with [grammar teaching]. You 
just go along with what you encounter. To be honest, when I look back 
on my own time in secondary school, well, it wasn’t any different really. 
(Michael; student teacher)
The second manifestation of the impact of practice was connected to school place-
ment. In each year of their studies, student teachers spent a period teaching English 
in secondary or vocational schools. They were confronted with situations in which 
grammatical accuracy was generally deemed a major objective of language instruction. 
One school placement mentor put it like this:
Well, we don’t prioritise all that communicative stuff. You know what I 
mean – it doesn’t matter if it’s not grammatically correct as long as the 
Grammar course Student teachers’ practicea
Rule explanation During the lectures rules and usage 
are discussed. So, for instance, how to 
form a certain tense and when to use it. 
(Chloe)
And we discussed exceptions. Often 
there was a PowerPoint. (Emma)
The teacher did all the explaining. 
(Michael)
When I teach the present simple to first-
year learners, I explain it to them – form 
and use. I use diagrams and example 
sentences. (Michael)
I write on the board or use PowerPoint. 
(Erin)
Systematic and 
extensive
In year 1 you’re taught grammar. All the 
rules and topics are discussed one by 
one. ( Jasmine)
Everything was covered, present simple, 
present perfect continuous, gerunds, and 
so on and so forth. (Fred)
For example, in one month, I explained the 
past simple, then the present simple versus 
the present continuous – the differences, 
usage. Oh, and we also covered the posses-
sive pronouns. (Darlene)
Every week, I discuss two grammar topics. 
It takes up to 50 per cent of my time. 
(Michael)
Isolated, mechan-
ical practice
Separate sentences: translation exercises 
or putting the verb in the correct form. 
So gap-fills and translation. ( Jasmine)
Sentences in which you have to apply 
something. So, for instance, turning 
active sentences into passives. (Michael)
I have them do gap-fills, and they also have 
to translate individual sentences. ( Jasmine)
Mainly gap-fill exercises. So it says, fill in 
some or any or something like that. (Mia)
Table 5.9. A comparison of the Grammar course and student teachers’ own pedagogical gram-
mar cognitions
Note. All quotes are from student teachers.
a These quotes reflect the type of grammar instruction the student teachers preferred and examples (often from their own 
practice) of what they considered to be good grammar teaching.
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message gets across. Now, that’s blasphemy to me. And the English are 
like, Oh, you’re English is so good, while you’re making one mistake 
after the other. I don’t want that. … Skills are important, but we aim 
higher than that. (Henry; school placement mentor)
Many of the elements of how student teachers described their conceptions of gram-
mar instruction were also present at their school placement sites. When characteris-
ing their own grammar teaching, mentors emphasised rule explanation, a contrastive 
approach, mechanical drills, and translation exercises. Furthermore, grammar was 
taught systematically in a manner reminiscent of a traditional structural syllabus, in 
which all major elements of English morphosyntax were covered step by step, and 
isolated from the four language skills. As a result, learners often did not make a con-
nection between what was taught in grammar lessons and more meaningful and com-
municative assignments: 
It’s true. When I ask learners to write a text, then they won’t use what 
I’ve taught them in the grammar lessons. They don’t recognise a third 
person and the fact that it needs an -s. For them grammar is something 
you need to learn by heart, reproduce on a test, and then somehow it 
disappears. And that is what student teachers also notice. (Aara; school 
placement mentor)
And indeed, student teachers indicated that what they observed and experienced dur-
ing school placement affected the way they perceived the role of grammar:
Because of the way things are organised in secondary schools I think 
that as a teacher I stress the importance of grammar. I don’t deviate 
from that model, since I’m used to emphasising grammar instead of 
skills teaching. (Adam; student teacher)
Overall, then, the main theme that connected the bulk of the data was incongruence. 
Discussing language teaching in general, student teachers claimed that grammar in-
struction was not a goal itself, but a means to end. When they were asked how this 
translated to their practice, quite a different picture emerged – one of traditional, iso-
lated, and structure-based grammar teaching, which often lacked a clear link to com-
municative and meaningful practice. Similar instances of incongruence were found 
in secondary schools (the school placement sites of student teachers) and teacher ed-
ucation itself. In terms of the intended curriculum a communicative–functional ap-
proach was frequently supported, whereas the implemented curriculum strengthened 
student teachers’ preference for traditional grammar teaching. In the next section, this 
theme is discussed and analysed further.
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5.5 Discussion
The objective of this study was to explore how student teacher cognitions on ped-
agogical grammar were influenced by teacher education, taking into consideration 
not only the student teacher perspective, but also offering a holistic account of the 
interaction between cognitions on the one hand and the curriculum as a multifaceted 
and dynamic agent of change on the other. Echoing the findings of our earlier studies 
(Graus & Coppen, 2016, 2017) (Chapters 3 and 4), these cognitions were found to be 
fairly traditional: student teachers preferred a strong, extensive, and relatively isolated 
form-focused component to be present in their teaching, accompanied by mechanical 
drills and translation exercises, and without much attention being paid to linking 
grammar to communicative and meaningful language use. 
Practical experience was identified as playing an important role in influenc-
ing these cognitions. Student teachers do not enter teacher education programmes 
as blank slates. Their cognitions are shaped by their own experiences as language 
learners, which in this study appeared to affect student teacher conceptualisations of 
grammar instruction throughout teacher education – a well-known and widely docu-
mented phenomenon (Holt-Reynolds, 1992; K. Johnson, 1994; Moodie, 2016; Wright, 
2010), often referred to as the apprenticeship of observation (Lortie, 1975). Additionally, 
research has shown that there is a bidirectional influence between practice and cogni-
tions (Breen et al., 2001; Richardson, 1996; Sato & Kleinsasser, 2004), which was seen in 
this study in the form of experiential learning during school placement. 
Given previous research into student teacher cognitions, the influence of both the 
apprenticeship of observation and teaching practice were to be expected. An unexpect-
ed finding, however, was that student teachers’ traditional pedagogical grammar cog-
nitions – formed as a result of practical experience – were inadvertently strengthened 
and consolidated by the teacher education programme itself. Although the Grammar 
course was meant as a contribution to student teachers’ disciplinary knowledge of 
the English language, it was actually perceived as a pedagogical model for teaching 
learners. This appears to be a new manifestation of a well-documented problem in 
second and foreign language teaching. For decades, the knowledge base for L2 and FL 
teachers consisted for a large part of mainly disciplinary or subject-matter knowledge 
without the realisation that teaching a language is a field in its own right (Freeman, 
2004; Freeman & Johnson, 1998). Not much attention was paid to the specific pedagog-
ical knowledge necessary for language instruction – what Shulman (1987) called ped-
agogical content knowledge – as it was assumed that disciplinary knowledge of what 
language is, how it is structured, used, and acquired was the same as what teachers 
need to teach the language and what learners need to learn it (K. Johnson, 2009b, 2016). 
Even though this has changed by now in many programmes around the world, 
including the one we studied, our findings throw into sharp relief how the dichotomy 
between disciplinary and pedagogical knowledge may still cause confusion and prob-
lems for student teachers. Disciplinary knowledge as taught in the Grammar course 
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was understood by student teachers as pedagogical knowledge, even though knowl-
edge about language (epistemology) and knowledge about how languages are taught 
and learnt (pedagogy) are fundamentally different areas. They are, however, both part of 
teacher education, where disciplinary knowledge of grammar is a goal in and of itself – 
as part of professional identity formation of teachers as language experts. By contrast, 
in language classrooms grammar is at most an instrument to support language learn-
ing. With this shift from a goal-oriented to an instrumental perspective, the nature of 
grammatical knowledge also changes: disciplinary knowledge of grammar is different 
from pedagogical content knowledge of grammar, as knowing grammar rules does 
not automatically imply knowing how to teach or use them. The disciplinary grammar 
knowledge student teachers were taught did not – and was not intended to – align with 
the position grammar (ideally) has in language classrooms, yet the Grammar course 
was not able to make this distinction sufficiently clear. Additionally, the Pedagogical 
Grammar course was unable to successfully put across an alternative instructional 
model, as a result of which the effects of the Grammar course and practical experience 
were not counterbalanced. Thus, the Grammar course affirmed and reinforced, albeit 
unintentionally, student teachers’ traditional notions of grammar instruction – a situ-
ation that Pedagogical Grammar was not able to remediate.
A factor contributing to the relative inefficacy of the Pedagogical Grammar course 
was the lack of suitable models: when new teacher education input contradicts already 
existing belief systems, student teachers need access to alternative images of teaching 
for change to occur (K. Johnson, 1994, 2009b). Overall, the student teachers in this 
study did not have access to models of grammar successfully being integrated into or 
linked to skills teaching, not in their own history as learners of English, nor in teach-
ing practice, nor in the Language Skills courses that were taught in teacher education, 
in which discussion of grammar was generally not included. Congruent teaching – 
which comprises not only suitable modelling, but also meta-commentary on under-
lying pedagogical choices and linking these to relevant theory (Swennen et al., 2008) 
– appeared to be lacking from the approaches used by the teacher educators, as a result 
of which student teachers did not get first-hand experience of the desired pedagogical 
behaviour (Lunenberg, Korthagen, & Swennen, 2007). The models they were exposed 
to were ones of grammar and skills compartmentalisation, structured and systematic 
grammar teaching, and decontextualised exercises – all of which may make sense to an 
extent as part of a teacher education programme, but is highly questionable in terms 
of teaching language learners. 
Many if not all of the issues discussed here can be traced back to the central theme 
of incongruence – a theme that resonated throughout the data (see Table 5.10). Our find-
ings show several dimensions of incongruence both in secondary education and in 
teacher education, revealing gaps between rhetoric and reported practice, intentions 
and actions, objectives and implementation, and teaching activities and outcomes. 
This incongruence concerned mainly the intended and implemented levels of the 
curriculum. In secondary education, policy documents focused on and described the 
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intended curriculum in terms of skills, as the communicative–functional approach 
is the generally accepted model in Dutch foreign language classrooms (Hulshof et 
al., 2015). Close examination of the interview and observation data, however, yielded a 
different picture. Although both student teachers and school placement mentors said 
that in principle they supported the communicative paradigm (intended curriculum), 
they also preferred a traditional, structure-based, and isolated grammar component 
to be present in their teaching (implemented curriculum) – one that is difficult to 
reconcile with communicative language teaching. Recently, West and Verspoor (2016) 
came to a similar conclusion, having examined instructional approaches that are used 
in foreign language classrooms in Dutch schools. They found that in regular schools 
(i.e., non-bilingual education), ‘the predominant approach was grammar and transla-
tion’ (p. 33). In this respect, the Netherlands is not dissimilar to many other parts of 
the world where structure-based teaching methods remain ubiquitous even though 
these are generally considered to be less effective (Lyster & Sato, 2013; Newton, 2016; 
Spada et al., 2014; Ur, 2011) than communicative approaches with a contextualised and 
meaningful form-focused component (for a discussion of communicative language 
teaching see Dörnyei, 2009; Gatbonton & Segalowitz, 2005; Spada, 2007; Thornbury, 
2016). Similarly, the discrepancy between espoused beliefs in favour of communicative 
teaching and teaching practices that seem incompatible with such beliefs is well docu-
mented and geographically widespread (Karavas-Doukas, 1996; Kumaravadivelu, 1993; 
Nunan, 1987; Sato & Kleinsasser, 1999, 2004).
In teacher education, similar instances of incongruence between the intended 
and implemented curriculums were identified. In terms of intentions and objectives, 
grammar was generally described by teacher educators and in relevant documenta-
tion as a tool for supporting language acquisition, to be integrated into or linked to 
skills teaching in a meaningful and communicative context. In the curriculum, how-
ever, grammar was taught as a separate subject, isolated from student teachers’ own 
skills development. In addition, the Grammar course was intended as disciplinary 
knowledge, contributing to student teachers’ professional identity as subject special-
ists. Yet an unforeseen side-effect of this course was that student teachers mistook it 
as a pedagogical model. Overall, these multiple manifestations of incongruence had 
an unmistakable effect on the pedagogical grammar cognitions of student teachers, 
whose belief in traditional grammar teaching was cultivated during their time spent 
as language learners in secondary education, and strengthened and consolidated dur-
ing teacher education and teaching practice. (Of course, teacher education is only the 
beginning of a lifelong trajectory of professional learning, so there are still ample 
opportunities for these student teachers to develop more nuanced cognitions on the 
role of grammar teaching in the foreign language classroom.)
Interpreting our findings through the lens of Kubanyiova’s (2012) LTCC model of-
fers a theoretically grounded explanation of why the student teachers in this study 
did not seem to be affected much by the Pedagogical Grammar course. For conceptual 
change to occur, systematic processing of teacher education input is necessary, which 
172
Chapter 5
 
 
 
 
 
 
In
co
ng
ru
iti
es
In
te
nd
ed
 c
ur
ric
ul
um
←→
Im
pl
em
en
te
d 
an
d 
at
ta
in
ed
 c
ur
ric
ul
um
→
C
on
se
qu
en
ce
s
Se
co
nd
ar
y 
ed
uc
at
io
n
C
om
m
un
ic
at
iv
e 
/ s
ki
lls
-b
as
ed
Se
e,
 e
.g
., 
fin
al
 a
tt
ai
nm
en
t g
oa
ls
G
ra
m
m
ar
 c
om
po
ne
nt
 ta
ug
ht
 tr
ad
iti
on
al
ly
a 
an
d 
in
 is
ol
at
io
nb
Se
e 
al
so
 W
es
t a
nd
 V
er
sp
oo
r (
20
16
)
Tr
ad
iti
on
al
 p
rio
r c
og
ni
tio
ns
 (a
pp
re
nt
ic
es
hi
p 
of
 o
bs
er
va
tio
n)
Sc
ho
ol
 p
la
ce
m
en
t a
s 
a 
tr
ad
iti
on
al
 m
od
el
Te
ac
he
r e
du
ca
tio
n
G
ra
m
m
ar
 in
te
gr
at
ed
 to
 s
up
po
rt
 s
ki
lls
 
ac
qu
is
iti
on
 in
 a
 m
ea
ni
ng
fu
l, 
co
m
-
m
un
ic
at
iv
e 
co
nt
ex
t
Pe
da
go
gi
ca
l G
ra
m
m
ar
c  c
ou
rs
e 
te
ac
h-
es
 th
is
 a
pp
ro
ac
h
Is
ol
at
ed
 g
ra
m
m
ar
 te
ac
hi
ng
G
ra
m
m
ar
 a
s 
se
pa
ra
te
 s
ub
je
ct
G
ra
m
m
ar
 n
ot
 in
te
gr
at
ed
 in
 L
an
gu
ag
e 
Sk
ill
sd
 c
ou
rs
es
Pe
da
go
gi
ca
l G
ra
m
m
ar
 s
ep
ar
at
e 
fr
om
 o
th
er
 
TE
FL
 c
ou
rs
es
In
co
ng
ru
en
t m
es
sa
ge
Re
in
fo
rc
es
 p
rio
r c
og
ni
tio
ns
 o
f i
so
la
te
d 
an
d 
tr
ad
iti
on
al
 g
ra
m
m
ar
 te
ac
hi
ng
, w
hi
ch
 a
re
 
al
so
 c
on
fir
m
ed
 d
ur
in
g 
sc
ho
ol
 p
la
ce
m
en
t
St
ud
en
t t
ea
ch
er
s 
do
 n
ot
 e
xp
er
ie
nc
e 
in
te
gr
at
ed
 g
ra
m
m
ar
 a
nd
 s
ki
ll 
te
ac
hi
ng
 a
s 
la
ng
ua
ge
 le
ar
ne
rs
 th
em
se
lv
es
Pe
da
go
gi
ca
l G
ra
m
m
ar
 c
ou
rs
e 
ca
nn
ot
 n
e-
ga
te
 th
is
 c
oa
le
sc
en
ce
 o
f i
nfl
ue
nc
es
G
ra
m
m
ar
e  c
ou
rs
e 
in
te
nd
ed
 a
s 
di
sc
i-
pl
in
ar
y 
kn
ow
le
dg
e
To
 c
on
tr
ib
ut
e 
to
 p
ro
fe
ss
io
na
l i
de
nt
ity
 
as
 s
ub
je
ct
 s
pe
ci
al
is
t
Ta
ug
ht
 a
s 
ac
ad
em
ic
 s
ub
je
ct
 (t
ra
-
di
tio
na
lly
 in
 te
rm
s 
of
 la
ng
ua
ge
 
te
ac
hi
ng
 p
ed
ag
og
y)
N
ot
 in
te
nd
ed
 a
s 
a 
pe
da
go
gi
ca
l m
od
el
G
ra
m
m
ar
 c
ou
rs
e 
se
en
 a
s 
pe
da
go
gi
ca
l c
on
-
te
nt
 k
no
w
le
dg
e 
an
d 
as
 p
ed
ag
og
ic
al
 m
od
el
 
D
is
ci
pl
in
ar
y 
kn
ow
le
dg
e 
of
 g
ra
m
m
ar
 c
on
-
si
de
re
d 
a 
pa
rt
 o
f l
an
gu
ag
e 
te
ac
hi
ng
 a
nd
 
le
ar
ni
ng
 
Ac
ad
em
ic
 te
ac
hi
ng
 o
f g
ra
m
m
ar
 s
ee
n 
as
 a
 
pe
da
go
gi
ca
l m
od
el
Ta
bl
e 
5.
10
. I
nc
on
gr
ue
nc
e 
as
 a
 c
en
tr
al
 th
em
e
a  T
ra
di
tio
na
l g
ra
m
m
ar
 te
ac
hi
ng
: r
ul
e 
ex
pl
an
at
io
n 
an
d 
de
co
nt
ex
tu
al
is
ed
 p
ra
ct
ic
e 
/ s
tr
uc
tu
ra
l s
yl
la
bu
s.
 b
 G
ra
m
m
ar
 te
ac
hi
ng
 in
 is
ol
at
io
n:
 n
ot
 c
on
ne
ct
ed
 to
 c
om
m
un
ic
at
iv
e 
sk
ill
s 
(li
tt
le
 o
r n
o 
at
te
nt
io
n 
is
 p
ai
d 
to
 tr
an
sf
er
 fr
om
 c
on
tr
ol
le
d,
 d
ec
on
te
xt
ua
lis
ed
 p
ra
ct
ic
e 
to
 m
ea
ni
ng
fu
l p
ro
du
ct
io
n)
. c
 P
ed
ag
og
ic
al
 G
ra
m
m
ar
 c
ou
rs
e:
 T
EF
L 
co
ur
se
 fo
cu
si
ng
 o
n 
te
ac
hi
ng
 g
ra
m
m
ar
 a
s 
pa
rt
 o
f l
an
gu
ag
e 
in
st
ru
c-
tio
n 
w
ith
in
 a
 c
om
m
un
ic
at
iv
e 
ap
pr
oa
ch
. d
 L
an
gu
ag
e 
Sk
ill
s 
= 
la
ng
ua
ge
 p
ro
fic
ie
nc
y 
co
ur
se
s 
fo
r s
tu
de
nt
 te
ac
he
rs
. e
 G
ra
m
m
ar
 c
ou
rs
e:
 p
re
sc
rip
tiv
e 
(s
ch
oo
l) 
gr
am
m
ar
.
173
Influencing student teacher grammar cognitions
is triggered by dissonance emotions when a student teacher notices a discrepancy 
between his or her actual self and a possible self. If a student teacher’s selves are not 
implicated, however, deep processing is unlikely to occur (and neither is conceptual 
change), which appeared to be the case in this study. Student teachers invariably in-
dicated that teaching grammar was a fundamental part of what they understood to be 
their professional identity, and the models they were confronted with time and again 
were traditional ones – as language learners, during school placement, and in teacher 
education – making it improbable and perhaps even unnecessary for the alternative 
provided by Pedagogical Grammar to become central to their self-image. Moreover, 
it is questionable whether student teachers were able to discern a discrepancy be-
tween their own professional identity – based on their prior cognitions, practical ex-
periences, and other parts of the curriculum such as the Grammar course – and what 
was presented in the Pedagogical Grammar course. This course emphasised creating 
a meaningful context and skills integration in order to make form-focused instruction 
more likely to be effective. Yet essentially the course was about grammar teaching and 
ultimately about a focus on grammatically accurate language use, not on producing 
communicatively meaningful messages. Thus, to a degree there was an inherent in-
congruent message underlying Pedagogical Grammar, decreasing the likelihood that 
the content of the course provided a coherent alternative self that was sufficiently 
viable to give rise to dissonance emotions – a prerequisite for deep processing and 
conceptual change. In addition, even if a student teacher had experienced dissonance 
emotions – which we did not find any evidence of – then it is still doubtful whether 
deep processing would have taken place, as a reality check appraisal of external re-
sources such as a supportive environment, learner expectations, and contextual con-
straints would more than likely still have resulted in rejecting the new input.
5.6 Implications and conclusion
An implication of this study  – and a possible avenue for further research – is that in 
order to increase chances of conceptual change to take place teacher education should 
emphasise congruency in their programmes, both internal and external. Internal con-
sistency refers to aligning teacher education content, methodology, and pedagogy with 
intended overall objectives so that the content of, for instance, a Pedagogical Gram-
mar course does not clash with how student teachers are taught themselves. Teacher 
education should provide ample specific, plausible, attainable, sufficiently rich, and 
consistent models that enable and support student teachers in forming (new aspects 
of ) professional identities that are likely to benefit their learners’ language acquisition. 
External consistency, which can only be realised in full cooperation with secondary 
education, concerns teaching practice and school placement, which should provide 
student teachers with supportive environments to try out new models and practices 
taught in teacher education programmes. 
In addition to aligning content and pedagogy, it would also be an option to trans-
form and complement prescriptively and normatively oriented programme compo-
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nents such as the Grammar course in such a way that they are more focused on raising 
language awareness and reflecting upon language. This would enable student teachers 
to link up with current debates and practices in the Netherlands as well as worldwide 
in which linguistic awareness is gaining momentum as part of both mother tongue 
education (e.g., Derewianka, 2012; van Rijt & Coppen, 2017; Watson, 2015) and foreign 
language teaching (e.g., Liviero, 2017; Svalberg, 2016b; van den Broek, Unsworth, Mei-
jer, & van Kemenade, 2016), ‘encouraging shared enquiry about language, rather than 
blind acceptance of existing “expert” linguistic knowledge and analytical frameworks’ 
(Bolitho et al., 2003, p. 257).
Further, one of the rationales underlying this study was the unilateral focus in the 
extant literature on investigating conceptual change as a result of a single course, often 
exploring only the student teacher perspective without taking into account the teacher 
education programme the course is embedded in as a dynamic variable. This study 
has shown that investigating the influence of individual courses on student teacher 
cognitions is an inadequate way of assessing the impact of teacher education. Had we 
limited ourselves to exploring the direct effect of the Pedagogical Grammar course on 
second-year students, then we would have come to quite different conclusions than 
we have now. From a methodological standpoint, this study lends credence to the 
assumption that investigating cognitions offers an insight into how student teachers 
deal with underspecified instructional contexts such as grammar instruction, provided 
a holistic, contextualised, and inclusive approach is taken. 
Apart from methodological elements, this study underscores the multifaceted na-
ture of the interaction between student teacher cognitions and teacher education. It 
highlights the need for congruent teaching, consistent modelling, and acknowledging 
the influence of practice and prior cognitions – all of which are components of teacher 
education that are crucial when it comes to maximising the chance of effecting con-
ceptual change in student teachers. Moreover, teacher educators are advised to heed 
the potential for confusion that arises from the dichotomy between disciplinary and 
pedagogical content knowledge. As such, this study serves as a powerful reminder of 
the added difficulty of teaching future teachers as opposed to any other professionals, 
since not only the content of a programme but also the models provided in teaching 
said content – and the congruence between those two aspects – can greatly affect how 
student teachers make sense of their educational experiences.
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notes
(1) Grammar instruction is part of form-focused instruction (FFI), which may be defined as ‘any planned 
or incidental instructional activity that is intended to induce language learners to pay attention to 
linguistic form’ (Ellis, 2001b, pp. 1–2). FFI includes phonological, morphological, lexical, syntactic, 
and pragmatic aspects of language. In this study, however, we only focused on the morphological and 
syntactic dimensions of FFI – what in foreign and second language classrooms is traditionally known 
as grammar teaching.
(2) The purposive sampling strategy employed in this study precludes traditional, statistical generalisa-
tion of the results. Readers that are interested in the quantitative trends that underlie this study are 
referred to Graus and Coppen (2016) (Chapter 3).
(3) To protect participant confidentiality and ensure anonymity pseudonyms are used.
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6.1 Introduction
This chapter compares, contrasts, and discusses the results of the four studies this 
thesis consists of, in order to integrate and merge the findings into a coherent account 
of student teachers’ pedagogical grammar cognitions that answers the research ques-
tions posed in Chapter 1. To reiterate, the four main research questions were:
(1) Which cognitions on form-focused instruction do undergraduate and post-graduate EFL 
(English as a foreign language) student teachers have in successive year groups?
(2) How do undergraduate and post-graduate EFL student teachers articulate their cognitions 
on FFI, and what is the rationale underlying these cognitions?
(3) What role do learner level and grammatical difficulty play in student teachers’ cognitions on 
FFI?
(4) How does teacher education attempt to contribute to the development of student teacher 
cognitions on grammar teaching, and to what extent and why is it (not) effective?
To fully exploit the advantages of the mixed-methods approach underlying this pro-
ject, special attention is paid to how the qualitative follow-up data enrich, specify, 
and qualify the interpretation of the quantitative components when drawing so-called 
meta-inferences (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Further, the implications and limita-
tions of this study are discussed as well as directions for future research.
6.2 Summary of findings
6.2.1 Pedagogical grammar cognitions
To determine which cognitions student teachers have about form-focused instruction 
(more specifically grammar teaching) and the underlying rationales, participants were 
confronted with four construct pairs that encompass widely discussed dichotomies 
in the second language acquisition (SLA) literature: (a) form-focused instruction (FFI) 
versus meaning-focused instruction (MFI); (b) focus on forms (FonFs) versus focus on 
form (FonF); (c) explicit versus implicit instruction; and (d) deductive versus inductive 
instruction. Together these constructs form a taxonomy of second and foreign lan-
guage instruction, as was discussed in Chapter 3. A quantitative study was conducted 
to obtain a broad insight into the preferences of student teachers with regard to these 
four dimensions (Chapter 3). A qualitative follow-up study provided more specific de-
tails about how participants interpreted and understood the construct pairs and about 
the rationale underlying their choices and preferences (Chapter 4).
Student teachers were found to have a distinct preference for the inclusion of a 
form-focused component into their teaching –  the context being EFL teaching in 
Dutch lower secondary education. Grammar instruction was seen as an essential and 
indispensable part of effectively teaching learners a foreign language. Conversely, fo-
cusing only on meaning, input, interaction, and communication was considered inad-
equate for learners to truly acquire a language. Interestingly, conscious knowledge of 
grammatical rules and structures was not only associated with linguistic accuracy and 
179
Discussion and conclusion
formal correctness, but also with a more general communicative competence. That is, 
grammar was considered a vital instrument for skills and proficiency development. 
Paradoxically, participants also expressed a proclivity for dealing with grammar in an 
isolated and decontextualised fashion, detached from more meaningful and commu-
nicative teaching activities. The process of how grammar instruction, then, would ac-
tually contribute to higher proficiency levels and the development of communicative 
competence remained elusive to participants, who on their part seemed unconcerned 
with their inability to explain the details and mechanics of the underlying processes. 
Compared to the FFI–MFI construct pair, the preference for FonFs over FonF was 
less marked. Nevertheless, overall student teachers considered FonFs to be superior to 
FonF, meaning that they were of the opinion that structured and systematic grammar 
instruction that methodically deals with all basic grammatical constructions and ac-
companying prescriptive rules would benefit their learners – provided it is alternated 
with skills work. The objections against a more integrated approach such as FonF 
ranged from practical to more fundamental. On a practical level, student teachers 
found restricting oneself to only selecting structures that learners struggle with unre-
alistic, as expecting all learners in a group to make the same or similar mistakes was 
deemed naive. More crucially, though, FonF was considered inadequate because of the 
central position student teachers awarded grammar in the way they conceptualised 
efficacious language teaching. Particularly revealing in this connection is the remark 
of one of the participants that learners not only need to know why an utterance is not 
correct, but also – and maybe even more importantly – why it is correct. In other words, 
the thinking was that a learner’s linguistic instinct cannot be trusted as a matter of 
course: even if he or she produces a grammatical structure correctly, it does not auto-
matically follow that he or she will do so again in the future – unless the accompanying 
rule is discussed. 
Apart from a preference for FFI and FonFs, student teachers also had more confi-
dence in explicit than implicit form-focused instruction, as they considered explicit 
grammatical rules of crucial importance for teaching grammar and for learners to 
subsequently acquire them. Implicit instruction was considered confusing or overes-
timating learners’ abilities because student teachers did not trust their learners to be 
able to extract the rules from exemplars and comprehensible (intensified) input them-
selves. As this line of reasoning reveals, student teachers generally did not even take 
into consideration the possibility that the acquisition of grammatical structures could 
also take place via an implicit route; grammar rules were deemed to be an indispen-
sable condition for teaching, learning, and developing greater language proficiency. 
Practice of these rules was most often characterised as isolated and decontextualised: 
participants reported to emphasise reproductive, mechanical, and guided rule practice, 
focusing on gap-fill exercises and translation of isolated sentences. More productive 
and less guided assignments intended to practise linguistic structures in communica-
tive contexts teaching learners how to use them meaningfully and appropriately (see, 
for instance, Larsen-Freeman, 2003) were typically not part of how student teachers 
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described their instructional repertoire (as far as grammar instruction was concerned). 
In connection to the first three construct pairs (MFI–FFI, FonF–FonFs, and explic-
it–implicit), it is worth noting that despite abundant evidence that teaching grammar 
solely or mainly as a set of structures and rules is deficient in meeting the commu-
nicative needs of second language (L2)1 learners (R. Ellis, 2003; Nassaji & Fotos, 2011) 
and despite the fact that participants were confronted with such evidence from SLA 
research in their courses, they remained adamant that grammar had an important role 
to play in acquiring an L2. On balance, the grammar approach preferred by them – 
comprising an explicit, systematic, and isolated focus on forms laced with decontextu-
alised and mechanical practice – has many characteristics of the traditional structural 
syllabus, a system of teaching that is considered problematic because it leads to les-
sons in which linguistic structures are emphasised without actively connecting them 
to meaningful practice and communicative use (Long, 2000). The assumptions under-
lying such views have been questioned and criticised for years (Nassaji & Fotos, 2011), 
as linearly and discretely presenting and teaching grammar as a set of rules, forms, 
and structures in order for learners to develop the skills necessary for spontaneous 
language use does not match the way in which learners acquire language:
While there is substantial evidence that grammar instruction results in 
learning as measured by discrete-point language tests … there is much 
less evidence to show that it leads to the kind of learning that enables 
learners to perform the targeted form in free oral production (e.g., in 
a communicative task). (R. Ellis, Basturkmen, & Loewen, 2002, p. 421)
Nevertheless, student teachers felt that a structural syllabus would benefit their learn-
ers. In this respect, our findings are in line with many other studies (e.g., S. Borg & 
Burns, 2008; S. Graham et al., 2014; Kuzborska, 2011) in which (student) teachers did 
not refer to theoretical knowledge from SLA research as a basis for their cognitions 
and practices, once again affirming the existence of a gap between research and the 
practical knowledge and cognitions of teachers (Larsen-Freeman, 2015). (The possible 
reasons for and origins of these preferences and the resulting chasm between empir-
ical science and student teacher cognitions are explored further on in this chapter.)
A similar disconnect between SLA research and cognitions was found with regard 
to the final construct pair – inductive versus deductive instruction. Empirical studies 
exploring inductive and deductive grammar teaching have not been able to definitive-
ly determine which is more effective. In some cases, deductive instruction was found 
to be better (e.g., Haight et al., 2007; Tammenga-Helmantel et al., 2016), and in others, 
inductive came out as superior (e.g., Erlam, 2003; Robinson, 1996b); a considerable 
number of studies did not find a significant difference (e.g., Hwu & Sun, 2012; Jean & 
Simard, 2013; Tammenga-Helmantel et al., 2014). Notwithstanding these inconsistent 
research results, student teachers preferred (guided) inductive grammar instruction, 
as it was regarded as more motivating for learners. Moreover, inductive teaching was 
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associated with active learning and knowledge construction, and as such it was expect-
ed to lead to better results than if learners were ‘passively’ being told what the rules 
were and how to use them. Nevertheless, despite the overall preference for inductive 
form-focused instruction, deductive teaching was considered a valuable alternative 
because of its more straightforward and less time-consuming nature. 
6.2.2 Learner level and grammatical difficulty
In addition to the general trends discovered in the data, student teachers’ pedagogical 
grammar cognitions were also found to be mediated by learner level and grammatical 
difficulty, two variables often studied in SLA research (see, for example, Dörnyei, 2005; 
Li, 2015; Spada & Tomita, 2010), but not in grammar cognition research. Three studies 
were conducted to examine the relationship between student teachers’ grammar cog-
nitions on the one hand and learner level and grammatical difficulty on the other: one 
preliminary study to define grammatical difficulty from a student teacher perspective 
(Chapter 2) and two studies to explore the aforesaid relationships quantitatively and 
qualitatively (Chapters 3 and 4, respectively).
From a quantitative perspective, student teachers generally associated VWO 
(pre-university education) with FFI, FonFs, explicit instruction, and inductive instruc-
tion. The other end of the Dutch educational spectrum, VMBO (pre-vocational ed-
ucation), was linked mainly to MFI, explicit instruction, and deductive instruction. 
In the qualitative follow-up study, the underlying rationales became evident. Three 
categories of cognitions were found to mediate the association between instruction-
al attributes (and preferences) and learner level: goal-oriented, learner-oriented, and 
pedagogy-oriented cognitions. For example, MFI, FonF, and implicit instruction were 
considered to result in a lower degree of language proficiency, and hence associated 
with VMBO, which has more modest learning objectives relative to VWO. In contrast, 
VWO pupils were expected to need a more advanced command of English, for which 
conscious knowledge of grammatical rules was deemed necessary, resulting in an as-
sociation with FFI, FonFs, and explicit instruction. Additionally, grammar instruction 
was seen as an instrument offering structure to learners, and as such FFI, FonFs, ex-
plicit instruction, and deductive instruction were mentioned in connection to both 
VMBO and VWO learners, albeit from a different perspective. The link between the 
structured nature of grammar teaching and VMBO was explained in terms of VMBO 
learners’ need of prescriptive rules of thumb helping them get to grips with the lan-
guage, whereas in the case of VWO pupils structural grammatical descriptions were 
seen as satisfying pupils’ eagerness to understand the rules underlying the language. 
Lastly, certain perceived learner characteristics were mentioned as an explanation for 
the relationship with certain instructional attributes and preferences. MFI, implicit 
instruction, and inductive instruction (and to a lesser degree FonF) were associated 
with VMBO because of how the exemplar-based nature of these approaches would suit 
VMBO pupils’ practicality and hands-on mentality, while VWO pupils were deemed to 
be able to compensate on their own for the perceived shortcomings of these approach-
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es because of their intelligence, autonomy, and motivation. 
The latter association is another telling example of how form-focused instruction 
was considered to be superior to more meaning-focused approaches. MFI, FonF, and 
implicit instruction were generally linked to promoting basic communicative skills, 
whereas FFI, FonFs, and explicit instruction were associated with an advanced com-
mand of language, making the former approaches more acceptable for VMBO and 
the latter preferable for VWO. And even those student teachers that preferred mean-
ing-focused methods for VWO did so because of their belief that these pupils would be 
able to compensate on their own for the limitations of these approaches; as such their 
preference for MFI can be construed as a latent preference for FFI. (For an overview of 
all associations and preferences, see Table 6.1.)
In the first study of this thesis (Chapter 2), the concept of grammatical difficulty 
was defined from a student teacher perspective. Four aspects were found to be central 
to student teachers’ understanding of grammatical difficulty. Firstly, the grammatical 
feature itself was seen as a source of difficulty as the usage of certain morphosyn-
tactic structures was often identified as problematic; moreover, the sheer number of 
structures to be mastered was considered an additional problem. The second aspect 
School type Associated with Related preferences
VMBO Basic command of language MFI
FonF
Implicit
Structured prescription FFI
FonFs
Explicit
Deductive
Learner characteristics such as practicality, 
hands-on mentality
MFI
Implicit
Inductive
VWO Advanced command of language FFI
FonFs
Explicit
Structured description FFI
FonFs
Explicit
Deductive
Learner characteristics such as intelligence, 
autonomy, motivation
MFI
FonF
Implicit 
Inductive
Table 6.1. Learner types (educational level) and associated preferences
Note. Preferences in italics represent main trends (see Chapter 3).
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was the learner: his or her first language (L1) was seen as a major interfering factor in 
the acquisition of grammar structures, as was potential low motivation of learners 
for studying grammar. The third source of difficulty stemmed from the pedagogical 
arrangements used to teach grammar features – a category encompassing pedagogical 
rule difficulty, teaching methods, and practice opportunities. Finally, student teachers 
– particularly those in lower year groups – mentioned teacher quality as a factor con-
tributing to grammatical difficulty. Of these four factors, however, a learner’s L1 was 
the aspect most often referred to as the root of grammatical difficulty. 
In addition to defining difficulty, student teachers were also asked which grammar 
features they considered easy and which difficult. The five structures deemed easiest 
were: possessive determiners, present simple, past simple, negations (with do sup-
port), and ordinals; the five most difficult structures were: present perfect continuous, 
future continuous, past perfect, ø article (in combinations such as in school, to church, et 
cetera), and present perfect. Differences in rank orders between undergraduates and 
post-graduates were minimal.
In the subsequent two studies (Chapters 3 and 4), the link between grammatical 
difficulty and explicit versus implicit instruction and deductive versus inductive in-
struction was explored. Explicit and deductive instruction were found to be preferred 
for difficult structures, whereas implicit and inductive instruction were typically as-
sociated with easy structures. When a structure was seen as complex – particularly in 
terms of its use (in contrast to the learners’ L1), form, and the concomitant pedagogical 
rule – student teachers did not trust implicit processes to be sufficient for learning and 
acquisition to take place, once more confirming their conviction that explicit forms 
of grammar instruction are an indispensable part of language teaching. In the same 
vein, inductive teaching was preferred for easy grammar features as student teachers 
were hesitant to task learners with formulating appropriate rules in case of difficult 
structures – the possibility for failure was considered too great and the potential neg-
ative consequences for learners too harmful. Additionally, it is interesting to note here 
that these cognitions are not in line with empirical findings, which suggest that ex-
plicit instruction is equally beneficial for both complex and simple features (Spada & 
Tomita, 2010).
The interface between grammatical complexity, pedagogy-, goal-, and learner-ori-
ented cognitions aptly illustrates how cognitions operate as multifaceted interacting 
systems. The results show that in the minds of student teachers there are several sub-
systems of grammar (and related) cognitions – on various aspects of grammar peda-
gogy, structural difficulty, learner characteristics, and learning objectives – interacting 
through a variety of interfacing patterns. These findings reflect a widely accepted po-
sition in general educational research that cognitions and beliefs are to be understood 
as sets of interrelated notions that must be interpreted in terms of their connections 
to each other (Fives & Buehl, 2012; McAlpine, Eriks-Brophy, & Crago, 1996; Pajares, 
1992). As such, student teacher preferences for, for example, explicit form-focused in-
struction cannot be separated from their cognitions on learners and rule difficulty, 
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and should not be construed as detached entities without examining them in the larg-
er context of interconnected belief systems. 
6.2.3 Differences between year groups and impact teacher education
Although the student teachers that participated in our studies showed a clear prefer-
ence for form-focused, explicit, and inductive teaching as well as FonFs, there were 
also marked differences between the separate groups that were investigated: year 1 to 
year 4 undergraduates and post-graduates (see Chapters 3 and 4). The preference for 
form-focused instruction, explicit instruction, and FonFs was strongest in the year 1 
undergraduates. Higher-year undergraduates showed a trend toward a more balanced 
view: their preferences shifted in varying degrees towards an increasing awareness of 
the possibilities of meaning-focused and implicit instruction and FonF. This trend 
was broken by the post-graduate group, whose preferences were more in line with low-
er-year undergraduates. With regard to the deductive–inductive dichotomy, first-year 
undergraduates had a slight preference for inductive grammatical instruction, a pref-
erence that was considerably stronger in higher-year undergraduates, with post-grad-
uates occupying a middle position.
The cross-sectional nature of this research project does not allow us to present any 
definitive conclusions about student teacher conceptual change. However, since we 
collected data over a period of several years in large-scale quantitative studies which 
were followed up by qualitative studies examining (mostly) the same participants, we 
are in the position that we can compare findings from consecutive year groups and ex-
amine general trends in the data that may be indicative of conceptual development. (To 
confirm these trends definitively, additional longitudinal data are called for, though.) 
From a quantitative perspective (Chapter 3), student teachers’ pedagogical gram-
mar cognitions changed toward a greater focus on meaning, implicit, reactive, and 
inductive instruction – a change that is in line with what is taught in Dutch teacher 
education and the textbooks that are often used (e.g., H. Brown & Lee, 2015; Kwak-
ernaak, 2015; Staatsen & Heebing, 2015). This trend was confirmed in the qualitative 
follow-up studies (Chapters 4 and 5). These findings seem to contradict two assertions 
that are regularly made in the pertinent literature. The first one concerns methodol-
ogy. Quantitative research in the field of language teacher cognitions has generally 
had little success in identifying conceptual change in student teachers during teacher 
education (e.g., Peacock, 2001; Pennington & Urmston, 1998; Urmston, 2003), resulting 
in the view that quantitative studies – especially those employing questionnaires – are 
ill-equipped to investigate belief change (S. Borg, 2006). Even though our studies were 
cross-sectional in nature, we did identify indicators of conceptual change, and as such 
this first claim could not be substantiated. Secondly, teacher education has regularly 
been described as a weak intervention (Gutierrez Almarza, 1996; Kagan, 1992b; Pea-
cock, 2001; Pickering, 2005; Richardson, 1996; Urmston, 2003). In terms of cognitive 
change, again our data seem to contradict this notion. 
With regard to not finding support for these two claims there is, however, one ma-
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jor caveat. In the two qualitative follow-up studies (Chapters 4 and 5), a paradox arose 
in how higher-year undergraduate student teachers in particular described their ped-
agogical grammar cognitions. On the one hand they increasingly referred to grammar 
as a tool for enhancing communicative competence and not an end in and of itself 
– exhibiting a nuanced preference for integrating meaningful grammar instruction 
in a skills-based programme – while on the other hand they still favoured a version of 
traditional, structure-based grammar teaching that was inherently at odds with these 
views. Traditional grammar teaching was considered a matter of course – a fact of life 
they were familiar with from their own time spent as L2 learners and as teacher train-
ees during teaching practice. And even though on a rational level they perhaps had an 
inkling of the contradictory nature of their cognitions, they nonetheless advocated 
traditional grammar instruction while at the same time expressing support for the 
central tenets of communicative language teaching, and ignoring the fundamental 
incompatibility of these paradigms.
This paradox may be the result of the fact that it is possible for teachers to hold in-
compatible cognitions simultaneously (Basturkmen et al., 2004; Fang, 1996; T. Green, 
1971). However, the incongruent ideas expressed by higher-year undergraduates also 
raise questions about the nature of the change that was identified in our studies. It is 
entirely possible that the trend toward a preference for more meaningful, implicit, 
and reactive grammar instruction visible in our questionnaire study (Chapter 3) was 
the result of relatively superficial conceptual change. Indeed, the qualitative follow-up 
studies (Chapters 4 and 5) provide some evidence for this assumption. In general 
terms, higher-year undergraduate participants claimed they supported communica-
tive language teaching with an integrated, meaningful, and contextualised grammar 
component. When probing deeper and referring to their teaching practice, however, 
a different picture emerged – one more in line with traditional form-focused instruc-
tion (i.e., teaching a synthetic grammar syllabus accompanied by mechanical drills 
with a very limited focus on meaningful and communicative language use). This in-
congruity may be a manifestation of the fact that not all cognitions are equal in terms 
of how deep-rooted they are, a notion that has been framed as the difference between 
espoused and enacted beliefs (Basturkmen et al., 2004; Fives & Buehl, 2012; Philipp, 
2007), theoretical and practical knowledge (Woods & Çakır, 2011), and peripheral and 
core beliefs (S. Phipps & Borg, 2009):
Core beliefs are stable and exert a more powerful influence on behav-
iour than peripheral beliefs. … [B]eliefs elicited through questionnaires 
may reflect teachers’ theoretical or idealistic beliefs – beliefs about what 
should be – and may be informed by technical or propositional knowl-
edge. In contrast, beliefs elicited through the discussion of actual class-
room practices may be more rooted in reality – beliefs about what is 
– and reflect teachers’ practical or experiential knowledge. (S. Phipps & 
Borg, 2009, pp. 381–382)
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Given the centrality of student teachers’ traditional grammar cognitions and their 
own practical experiences during school placement and as language learners, it is pos-
sible and perhaps even likely that the differences in year groups we identified were 
the result of changes in peripheral cognitions, whereas student teachers’ core beliefs 
concerning the significance, usefulness, and relevance of structure-based grammar 
instruction remained relatively stable. 
In terms of Kubanyiova’s (2012) model of Language Teacher Conceptual Change 
(LTCC) (see Chapter 5), peripheral conceptual change is the result of heuristic process-
ing of teacher education input (as opposed to deep, systematic processing), leading to 
cognitions that are superficial, less durable, and less predictive of behaviour. Student 
teachers rely on this form of processing if teacher education does not succeed in mak-
ing its message central and relevant to students’ possible (ideal, ought-to) selves in a 
congruent and attainable fashion. Our final study (Chapter 5) provided abundant clues 
that this may have been the case in the context we investigated, showing how teacher 
education can – albeit inadvertently – contribute to undesirable pedagogical cogni-
tions by way of incongruent teaching models. The message presented in the Pedagog-
ical Grammar course we observed had to compete not only with student teachers’ own 
experiences (as learners and during teaching practice) but also with the influence of 
the Grammar course, which – as it was intended as disciplinary knowledge – showed 
strong similarities with a structure-based grammar syllabus but was misinterpreted by 
students as a pedagogical model for their own practice. It is quite plausible that meth-
odology courses such as Pedagogical Grammar could not compete with the abundant 
presence of traditional grammar teaching, leaving student teachers in a position that 
was conducive to heuristic instead of deep processing, as a result of which any change 
that did occur was of a superficial nature. 
6.3 Discussion
The main objective of the present study was to gain a better understanding of student 
teachers’ pedagogical grammar cognitions. These cognitions were found to comprise 
a deep-rooted belief in the importance and salutary influence of explicit grammar 
instruction – a belief that was mediated by cognitions about learners and perceived 
grammatical difficulty. Underlying acquisitional mechanisms remained a black box 
to student teachers, who seemed unencumbered and unaffected by theoretical discus-
sions of the potentially contentious role of explicit instruction in supporting acqui-
sition and the development of implicit or highly automatised knowledge as the basis 
for (spontaneous) production – despite (albeit flawed) attempts of teacher education to 
cultivate in student teachers a critical attitude towards the use and value of grammar 
instruction and pedagogy. Grammar instruction was seen as a natural and necessary 
part of language teaching and was associated with not only linguistic accuracy but also 
skills development, while there was little room for doubt about its effectiveness. 
In and of itself, an explicit form-focused component meaningfully embedded in 
language teaching is currently widely accepted as beneficial to learners (Celce-Mur-
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cia, 2015; R. Ellis, 2015a; Larsen-Freeman, 2014; Nassaji, 2017). However, the cognitions 
identified in this study may be viewed as rather worrisome given the way in which 
grammar instruction was operationalised: participants described the explicit gram-
mar component in their lessons as largely isolated from skills practice, decontextual-
ised, mechanical, and structure-based – an approach reminiscent of FonFs, grammar–
translation, the structural syllabus, and a behaviourist view of language learning, with 
all its inherent drawbacks and shortcomings. In spite of alternative models that were 
presented and discussed in teacher education, student teachers generally remained 
staunch supporters of a traditional grammar component in their teaching – reflecting 
the continuing prevalence of this type of grammar teaching in many teaching contexts 
over the world (Jean & Simard, 2011; Larsen-Freeman, 2015; Ur, 2011). 
Interestingly, in previous research grammar teaching has often been framed as 
a tension between practice and cognitions (e.g., S. Phipps & Borg, 2009), as teachers 
indicated they taught grammar because of a host of external reasons such as a focus 
on exams, context, school culture, classroom management, and learner preferences 
(S. Borg, 1999b, 2009; Burns & Knox, 2005; S. Phipps & Borg, 2009; Sato & Kleinsasser, 
2004), while they themselves claimed to have reservations about its effectiveness and 
acquisitional value. In contrast, findings from our study show that student teachers 
did not explain or rationalise their practices merely by referring to external factors, 
but were actually convinced that including a traditional grammar component is ben-
eficial to their learners. These results suggest that practices that are questionable in 
terms of acquisitional value do not solely stem from teacher-external factors, but may 
also be embedded within the cognitions of teachers themselves.
This observation raises the question why student teachers appeared to be so ada-
mant in their adherence to a traditional grammar teaching paradigm. A simple and 
straightforward answer is that the context in which the student teachers were educated 
– both during their time as language learners and in teacher college – was permeat-
ed with various manifestations of traditional grammar instruction. Such an answer, 
however, does not constitute a full and satisfactory explanation inasmuch as it only 
gives rise to new questions: What is the root cause of the pervasiveness of traditional 
grammar in foreign language education? Why is it so persistent and tenacious, where-
as countless studies have shown that a more nuanced view of explicit form-focused 
instruction is called for? What makes grammar teaching so appealing to teachers and 
learners in instructed foreign language settings that it seems to survive even in its 
most rudimentary form despite ubiquitous evidence of its (relative) inefficacy? Or to 
make it more concrete and specific: why do so many teachers insist on teaching, for 
example, beginning learners that English verbs in the third person singular present 
tense end in -s and practise this in mechanical drills, while they (should) know from 
experience that learners generally do not acquire this structure until much later? Even 
though these questions were no immediate component of our empirical investigation, 
they do merit further discussion in order to put our findings in a broader perspective 
and to explore possible avenues for further research.
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Part of the answer may be found in the nature of school-based instruction, which 
as a general rule emphasises the accumulation of knowledge – much of which has a 
normative dimension. In 1938, philosopher, psychologist, and educational reformer 
John Dewey, wrote in Experience and Education – a concise and influential treatise on 
traditional and progressive education –
The subject-matter of [traditional] education consists of bodies of infor-
mation and of skills that have been worked out in the past; therefore, 
the chief business of the school is to transmit them to the new gener-
ation. In the past, there have also been developed standards and rules 
of conduct; moral training consists in forming habits of action in con-
formity with these rules and standards. … The main purpose or objec-
tive is to prepare the young for future responsibilities and for success in 
life, by means of acquisition of the organized bodies of information and 
prepared forms of skill which comprehend the material of instruction. 
… Books, especially textbooks, are the chief representatives of the lore 
and wisdom of the past, while teachers are the organs through which 
pupils are brought into effective connection with the material. Teachers 
are the agents through which knowledge and skills are communicated 
and rules of conduct enforced. (1938/1986, pp. 242–243)
Although many things may have changed between now and 1938, when Dewey wrote 
this, certain aspects and elements of how he described traditional education are still 
generally accepted in many regular schools, such as an emphasis on direct teacher- 
and textbook-mediated instruction, ‘correct’ knowledge, memorisation of facts and 
objective information, and testing. Put differently, as opposed to naturalistic learning, 
learning in schools is generally (at least in part) based on teachers transmitting ex-
plicit knowledge – often in a normative, prescriptive, and not seldom compartmental-
ised and atomistic fashion. Even skills instruction typically has a considerable explicit 
component; as learners move from unconscious incompetence to unconscious com-
petence, particularly the stage of conscious competence – that is, being instructed in 
and becoming conversant with what is involved in acquiring the skill – tends to be em-
phasised strongly as this lends itself well to school-based instruction. Automatising a 
skill  – going from conscious competence to unconscious competence – is, however, a 
step that is far less amenable to instruction and is consequently often underrepresent-
ed in traditional education. As a result, transfer between explicit knowledge gained in 
the classroom and its application in practice becomes elusive and hard to achieve – a 
situation aptly described by Alfred North Whitehead in his 1929 essay ‘The Aims of 
Education’ as the inert knowledge problem:
In training a child to activity of thought, above all things we must be-
ware of what I will call ‘inert ideas’ – that is to say, ideas that are merely 
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received into the mind without being utilised, or tested, or thrown into 
fresh combinations. … [T]heoretical ideas should always find important 
applications within the pupil’s curriculum. This is not an easy doctrine 
to apply, but a very hard one. It contains within itself the problem of 
keeping knowledge alive, of preventing it from becoming inert, which is 
the central problem of all education. (1929/1967, pp. 1, 5)
Larsen-Freeman (2003, 2013) applied this idea to language learning and defined it as: 
Knowledge that is gained in (formal lessons in) the classroom remains 
inactive or inert when put into service (in communication within and) 
outside the classroom. Students can recall the grammar rules when they 
are asked to do so but will not use them spontaneously in communica-
tion, even when they are relevant. (2003, p. 8)
In other words, in language teaching the explicit–implicit knowledge/instruction/
learning quandary substantially complicates acquisition in a traditional school-based 
context, which in and of itself seems more naturally suited for explicit instruction 
than skills development and automatisation. From this perspective, it is understand-
able and perhaps even inevitable that teachers in foreign language education often 
demonstrate a predilection for explicit grammar instruction, which is far easier to 
realise in a classroom setting than getting learners to actually use specific linguistic 
structures in a meaningful and communicative way. 
A caveat, though, is in order here. The argument presented in this thesis should not 
be misconstrued as a recommendation for banning explicit grammar teaching from 
the foreign language classroom altogether. Declarative knowledge of grammar rules 
can contribute to learners’ developing greater proficiency provided it is embedded 
in a meaningful context accompanied by skills teaching and practice opportunities 
that encourage integration of a newly learned structure into a learner’s interlanguage 
system. Yet precisely these two latter components are more difficult to realise in many 
regular instructional settings than rule teaching and mechanical practice.
A further cause for the prevalence of grammar instruction in foreign language 
teaching may be found in the fact that language is often thought about in terms of 
normativity and prescriptivism, the former of which refers to evaluative judgements 
about good and bad or right and wrong, and the latter to ‘the conscious and explicit ef-
forts to regulate the language of others that carry institutional authority’ (Curzan, 2014, 
p. 17). Such a preoccupation with norms and prescriptions is perhaps to be expected 
– at least in laypeople’s attitudes to language – seeing that since ‘language-using is 
paradigmatically a social, public act, talking (and writing and signing) must be carried 
on with reference to norms, which may themselves become the subject of overt com-
ment and debate’ (Cameron, 1995, p. 2). Indeed, in a recent special issue of the Journal of 
Multilingual and Multicultural Development devoted entirely to beliefs on prescriptivism, 
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Straaijer (2016) discussed the commonness of prescriptivist attitudes among members 
of the community of language users. Exploring four different groups – prescriptivists 
(teachers, writers of usage guides, governments), the general public, the media, and 
linguists – Straaijer concluded that for the first three groups prescriptive practices 
generally go unquestioned as ‘the need for prescriptive rules is as common sense … as 
the rules themselves are’ (p. 237). For the general public, for example,
language simply has ‘grammatical rules’ – under which they subsume 
rules about grammar, as well as those that are not grammatical in the 
sense that linguists understand them, such [sic] spelling and pronun-
ciation … For them, using language ‘properly’, whatever that means, is 
important because failing to do so has real consequences. To express 
it in a way that seems trivial but is not, for the average language user, 
prescriptive rules are important because they matter. (p. 237)
The only group that deviates from this pattern are linguists, for whom ‘prescription 
is not a central part of their discipline’ (Milroy & Milroy, 1999, p. 4) and who almost 
dogmatically reject prescriptivist attitudes in favour of purely descriptivist practices 
(Straaijer, 2016). Nevertheless, the boundary between normativity and prescriptivism 
is blurry at best; when linguists engage in the practice of describing language they do 
so – whether they admit it or not – in reference to norms as ‘all language descriptions, 
no matter how objective they are, must be normative … because to be accurate they have 
to coincide with the consensus norms of the community concerned’ (Milroy, 1992, pp. 
8–9). Consequently, given the fact that prescriptivist and normative attitudes pervade 
our thinking of language, it should not come as a surprise that (student) teachers at-
tach great value to explicit grammar instruction.
An additional factor contributing to the widespread presence of grammar teach-
ing may stem from the reassuring and confidence-building quality that rules have for 
learners and teachers alike. Pedagogical rules can provide a sense of certainty, une-
quivocalness, and clarity with regard to subject matter – language – that in all actuality 
is often ambiguous, irregular, and heterogeneous. Discussing learners’ affinity with 
grammar rules, Larsen-Freeman (2003) argued:
First, although many students do not necessarily enjoy studying gram-
mar rules … learning the parts of a language is a very traditional lan-
guage practice, one that many students have come to associate with 
language learning. Second, learning the parts gives students a sense of 
accomplishment; they feel that they are making progress. Third, learn-
ing the parts provides security. Students have something almost tangi-
ble to hold onto … Fourth, students believe in the generative capacity 
of grammatical rules, that knowing the rules of the language will help 
them to create and understand new utterances. (p. 7)
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As can be gleaned from the previous chapters, these attitudes are not limited to lan-
guage learners, but are also common in student teachers, who in the present study 
appeared to favour a unidimensional perspective on language and language learning 
– one that was rule-based and prescriptivist in nature and detached from linguistic 
or SLA theory. Such a perspective is unsurprising and understandable, since student 
teachers are confronted with manifold uncertainties on various levels when they start 
teaching; adopting a more nuanced and polymorphous view on language and acquisi-
tion would complicate their task even further, perhaps even beyond their capabilities. 
Moreover, learners themselves often ask for rules as ‘they provide a modicum of secu-
rity to language learners – they give them something to hold onto in the vast rush of 
noise that is the new language’ (Larsen-Freeman, 2003, p. 49). It is hardly surprising, 
then, that beginning teachers are more than happy to oblige learners by providing 
them with simple rules of thumb and mechanical practice, which – at least ostensibly 
– help them get to grips with a new language in lieu of adopting an approach that may 
be linguistically and acquisitionally more appropriate but that would overcomplicate 
matters in an already involved and complex situation.
Changing cognitions, beliefs, and attitudes about grammar teaching under the 
conditions discussed above is problematic at best. Simply confronting student teach-
ers with theoretical knowledge of linguistics and SLA – as is common practice now in 
many teacher education programmes – will not result in deep-rooted cognitive change. 
A more favourable approach would likely consist of several interdependent elements 
such as: (a) developing teachers’ awareness about and understanding of language and 
acquisitional processes, going beyond mere theoretical knowledge (Svalberg, 2007, 
2016a); (b) actively connecting teachers’ language awareness to practice; (c) providing 
an abundance of good examples and appropriate models; and (d) encouraging student 
teachers to reflect on and tolerate uncertainties, inviting them to develop multiple and 
broader perspectives on language and learning. The next section elaborates on these 
general principles by discussing the concrete implications of this study and making 
recommendations for improving language teacher education practice. 
6.4 Implications
Recent research and theorising on language teacher psychology (Feryok, 2018) suggests 
that facilitating cognitive change – more particularly, raising teachers’ self-awareness 
and self-regulation – depends on both experiential (tacit) knowledge, which resides 
in procedural memory (Ullman, 2015), and conceptual (declarative) knowledge, which 
is part of episodic and semantic memory. The interaction between these two types of 
knowledge, which is self-organising and emergent in nature (Feryok, 2018) and is also 
known as praxis (Lantolf & Johnson, 2007), may be defined as ‘the ability to act rou-
tinely when conscious control is not needed, to exercise conscious control over actions 
when it is needed, to do both more or less fluently, and to switch between them more 
or less fluently’ (Feryok, 2018, p. 118). This line of thought, which comprises elements 
from sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1986, 1997) and dynamic systems theory (Lars-
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en-Freeman & Cameron, 2008a) as applied to language teacher cognition by Feryok 
(2018), implies that language teacher education should focus on developing conceptual 
knowledge, which ‘needs to be both intentionally exercised in and purposefully ex-
tracted from practices so that teachers understand what and how they practise in order 
to self-regulate’ (Feryok, 2018, p. 119). Consequently, if change is called for in grammar 
teaching practice – clear indications of which became apparent in the previous chap-
ters – then student teacher cognitions play a central role. Put differently, language 
teacher education needs to consider and focus on both conceptual knowledge and 
experiential knowledge as interdependent mechanisms that work in tandem to shape 
practice and possibly change it.
One way of thinking about the conceptual knowledge that teachers need is to view 
and define it in terms of language awareness. Doing so has the advantage of expand-
ing the scope of a teacher’s linguistic knowledge base beyond the purely theoretical 
and formal study of language and language acquisition, since language awareness en-
compasses more than a cognitive domain, as becomes clear from multiple often-cited 
definitions:
We define Language Awareness as explicit knowledge about lan-
guage, and conscious perception and sensitivity in language learning, 
language teaching and language use. … Language Awareness issues 
include exploring the benefits that can be derived from developing a 
good knowledge about language, a conscious understanding of how 
languages work, of how people learn them and use them. (Association 
for Language Awareness, n.d.)
Language Awareness is a person’s sensitivity to and conscious aware-
ness of the nature of language and its role in human life. (Donmall, 
1985, p. 7)
Language awareness can be defined as an understanding of the human 
faculty of language and its role in thinking, learning and social life. It 
includes awareness of power and control through language, and the in-
tricate relationships between language and culture. (van Lier, 1995, p. xi)
As such, language awareness is conceptually compatible with the enveloping term 
language teacher cognitions, considering they both go beyond factual knowledge and 
comprise an evaluative and propositional and even an affective and social dimension 
(Donmall, 1985; James & Garrett, 1991). 
For teachers, developing language awareness can result in becoming more auton-
omous and less dependent on textbooks (Kumaravadivelu, 2012; Svalberg, 2016a). They 
need to develop a sensitivity to language, ‘a linguistic radar’ (Wright, 2002, p. 115) that 
enables them to understand how language works and the mechanisms underlying 
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errors and other interlanguage characteristics, but also how students struggle with 
language. To achieve these aims, language teacher education needs to go further than 
a mere focus on pedagogy, subject matter, and proficiency:
Trainee teachers need to be able to analyse language, to apply different 
strategies for thinking about language (analogizing, contrasting, sub-
stituting, etc.) in order to be able to plan lessons, to predict learners’ 
difficulties, to answer their questions, and to write and evaluate lessons. 
Only if they are able to think for themselves about language will they be 
able to do all this. (Bolitho et al., 2003, p. 255)
An examination of the specific teaching strategies – both for language learners 
and student teachers – for supporting and raising language awareness is beyond 
the purview of this thesis; the interested reader is referred to Wright and Bolitho 
(1993), Borg (1994), Wright (2002), Svalberg (2007, 2016a, 2016b), Phipps and González 
(2004), Larsen-Freeman (2003), Swain and Lapkin (2002), Garrett and Cots (2018), and 
Larsen-Freeman and Celce-Murcia (2016). The present study does, however, provide 
several insights into student teachers’ cognitions that need to be taken into consid-
eration by teacher educators when supporting the development of their students’ 
language awareness, since existing cognitions can strongly (and negatively) influence 
how teacher education input is processed – especially when said cognitions are left 
implicit and unexplored. Before discussing these insights, though, it is crucial we 
emphasise that by promoting language awareness we are not advocating a return to a 
structure-based, synthetic grammar syllabus, but rather an emphasis on active reflec-
tion on form-focused features of real language use. 
One of the things teacher educators need to keep in mind when focusing on their 
students’ language awareness is that cognitions are multifaceted rather than mono-
lithic (Fives & Buehl, 2012), comprising interacting systems that may not be congruent 
with how teacher education is organised. That is, grammar and grammar pedagogy 
are often taught as subjects in their own right, but for student teachers there may be 
strong interactions between grammar and other aspects of teaching and pedagogy that 
are usually not dealt with explicitly in such subjects. One example – as discussed in 
Chapter 4 – are learner-oriented cognitions: student teachers have distinct cognitions 
about how the role of grammar in the foreign language classroom is connected to 
learner characteristics and needs. Lower proficiency levels and the hands-on, practi-
cal attitude of VMBO pupils, for instance, were associated with meaning-focused in-
struction, whereas a form-focused component in VWO was linked to attaining higher 
proficiency levels. A second example is the interaction between pedagogical grammar 
cognitions and grammatical difficulty (see Chapters 2, 3, and 4): MFI, FonF, and im-
plicit grammar instruction were deemed more suitable for teaching simple grammat-
ical constructions, while FFI, FonFs, and explicit grammar instruction were generally 
associated with more difficult structures. Awareness of these interactional patterns 
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in student teachers’ cognitions can assist educators in discussing pedagogical inter-
ventions, separating myths from facts and research-informed practice from merely 
intuitive routines. Nevertheless, changing misconceptions requires complex cognitive 
processes within learners (Vosniadou, 2003), involving, for instance, dissatisfaction 
with existing concepts and the availability of plausible, appropriate, and intelligible 
alternatives (Kubanyiova, 2012; Posner, Strike, Hewson, & Gertzog, 1982). It is, there-
fore, important that teacher educators not only present and discuss useful alternatives, 
but also that they make student teachers aware of possible misconceptions and have 
them reflect on the origins of these cognitions and how they relate to their practice. 
(See Farrell, 2015 for a helpful multistaged framework for promoting teacher reflection 
in second language education.) 
A further matter that merits attention in teacher education is the difference be-
tween deep-rooted and superficial cognitions, a contrast that is also known as the 
discrepancy between enacted and espoused beliefs (Basturkmen et al., 2004; Fives & 
Buehl, 2012; Philipp, 2007) and core and peripheral beliefs (S. Phipps & Borg, 2009). 
When exploring cognitions in general terms, for instance in our questionnaire study 
(Chapter 3), students in higher year groups showed an increasing awareness of the 
benefits of communicative language teaching, which was confirmed in the subsequent 
qualitative studies (Chapters 4 and 5) when discussing the role of grammar in non-spe-
cific and abstract ways. Student teachers frequently claimed they considered grammar 
teaching to be a means to an end and not a goal in and of itself. When student teachers 
were probed deeper, however, about the practical implications of this axiom, a picture 
emerged that had more in common with traditional, structure-based grammar in-
struction than instrumental grammar teaching in a communicative and meaningful 
setting. Teacher educators should keep in mind that their students can entertain both 
– seemingly contradictory – cognitions simultaneously without being conscious of 
their fundamental incompatibility. It is the task of teacher education to teach students 
not only to be conversant in the generally accepted jargon of language teaching, but 
also to make sure they truly know what it entails and what the consequences and cor-
ollaries are. In other words, there is a need for teacher educators to realise that their 
students’ cognitions on communicative language teaching may not be very deep-root-
ed, and that students themselves are not always fully aware that what they say they do 
and what they actually do is not always compatible. It is up to teacher education to 
tackle this incongruity, at least making it explicit so it becomes amenable to conscious 
change. (See also the discussion on Kubanyiova’s (2012) Language Teacher Conceptual 
Change model presented in Chapter 5.)
Finally, in addition to conceptual knowledge – irrespective of whether it is realised 
as language awareness or not – experiential knowledge is also a significant contribut-
ing part to student teacher cognitions. Consequently, student teachers would bene-
fit from multiple concrete examples of meaningful forms of grammar instruction in 
their time spent as language learners in secondary education, during teaching practice, 
and in teacher education itself. The former two are difficult if not impossible to con-
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trol, but the latter – teacher education – should be able to provide pre-eminent mod-
els of how to integrate grammar meaningfully in language teaching. Unfortunately, 
grammar is often taught separately from pedagogy in teacher education programmes 
(Svalberg, 2016a; Wright, 2002), which can lead to consolidation and strengthening of 
undesirable cognitions if student teachers consider, for instance, the academic study 
of grammar a pedagogical model for their own practice (see Chapter 5). It is, therefore, 
essential that teacher education programmes explore the possibilities for providing 
their students with appropriate models and make explicit – preferably in the form 
of lived experiences – how grammatical knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, and lan-
guage proficiency are inextricably linked and together contribute to ‘good’ language 
teaching. A promising avenue for progress could be – once again – the language aware-
ness approach, inasmuch as:
Doing language awareness is a way of becoming reflective about lan-
guage. … [I]t is more than simply awareness raising; it is a process that 
aims to create and develop links between linguistic knowledge and 
classroom activity, closing the content/methodology gap and estab-
lishing relevance for language study in [language teacher education]. 
(Wright, 2002, p. 129)
6.5 Limitations and future research
This doctoral dissertation has examined in detail the cognitions of student teachers 
regarding form-focused pedagogy. Despite offering various valuable insights, there 
are a number of limitations that need to be considered in order to correctly interpret 
and appreciate the results. Moreover – as is the nature of scientific research – for every 
question that is answered new questions arise and unexplored territory emerges. Both 
topics – the study’s limitations as well as directions for further research – are discussed 
here.
One of the objectives of this study was to conduct a large-scale inquiry into stu-
dent teacher pedagogical grammar cognitions. The first two studies (Chapters 2 and 
3) examined the concept of grammatical difficulty from a student teacher perspective 
and students’ cognitions regarding four construct pairs that are central to instructed 
SLA research (meaning-focused versus form-focused instruction; focus on form ver-
sus focus on forms; implicit versus explicit instruction; inductive versus deductive 
instruction). The large number of respondents – 727 and 832, respectively – and the 
employed quantitative methods enabled us to draw conclusions that are generalisable 
to the larger population of EFL student teachers, particularly those that are being ed-
ucated under similar conditions, in which English has the status of a foreign language 
and the target context is secondary education. In these studies, we also found evidence 
for certain trends in the development of student teacher cognitions; nonetheless, the 
methodology used was cross-sectional in nature, prohibiting us from coming to de-
finitive conclusions about the cognitive change student teachers go through during 
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teacher education. Further longitudinal research is necessary to confirm our results. 
Such research should preferably also follow student teachers the first few years after 
graduation so as to ascertain the effect of experience (outside the context of teacher 
education) on the development of pedagogical grammar cognitions.
In the last two studies of this project (Chapters 4 and 5), a qualitative method was 
adopted – a deliberate choice in the overall research strategy of an explanatory se-
quential approach, in which qualitative research is carried out to explain and better 
understand the findings of preceding quantitative research (Creswell & Plano Clark, 
2011). The qualitative studies in this project (Chapters 4 and 5) indeed offered insights 
that were invaluable in interpreting and qualifying the results from studies one and 
two (Chapters 2 and 3). Even though the latter two studies focused on major themes, 
a characteristic of a qualitative methodology is that the results cannot be general-
ised in a traditional statistical sense. Such a lack of quantifiable generalisability is not 
considered a weakness within the qualitative paradigm, as analytic generalisation and 
transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Yin, 2016) make findings from qualitative stud-
ies relevant to more contexts than just the one under examination. Nonetheless, the 
qualitative methods used in the last two studies prevents us from commenting on the 
exact magnitude of the themes discovered. While this is not problematic within the 
approach chosen in this thesis, it would be a topic worthwhile investigating in order 
to provide further clarity with respect to the relative importance that student teachers 
attach to the themes and categories that were discovered.
An unexpected result arising from the use of both quantitative and qualitative 
methods was the discrepancy in cognitions of higher-year student teachers con-
cerning the role of grammar in foreign language teaching. In the quantitative study 
(Chapter 3), student teachers seemed to become increasingly aware of the value of 
meaning-focused instruction and integrating grammar teaching in a communicative 
and meaningful approach to language teaching. The subsequent qualitative studies 
(Chapters 4 and 5), however, showed that whereas student teachers (repeatedly) claimed 
they endorsed meaningful integration of grammar into language teaching, in reality 
their cognitions were far more traditional in the sense that they generally considered 
isolated and structure-based grammar teaching to be a prerequisite for successful lan-
guage acquisition. We conceptualised this phenomenon as a dichotomy between deep 
and superficial cognitions, but it also highlights the potentially problematic nature of 
questionnaire research into cognitions (Barnard & Burns, 2012). Having established 
the existence of this particular manifestation of core and peripheral cognitions, how-
ever, may open an avenue for further research in order to explore the possibilities of 
developing and fine-tuning a quantitative instrument to measure deep cognitions on 
grammar pedagogy, making large-scale inquiry into them a feasible option. Addition-
ally, as it is conceivable that this dichotomy exists in other areas of language teaching 
as well, further research could provide valuable insights into how this affects the cog-
nitions and practice of student teachers.
Lastly, we postulated that an approach based on the tenets of language awareness 
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could constitute an effective and constructive way to support conceptual change and 
stimulate deep reflection in student teachers. We also offered a number of concrete 
recommendations and guidelines for teacher educators to keep in mind when dealing 
with grammar – both as a subject in its own right and in terms of pedagogy. Taken 
together, these elements form a framework for setting up and empirically evaluating 
an intervention aimed at effectuating deep cognitive and conceptual change. A logical 
extension of the present study would be to develop such an intervention and test it in 
order to validate the underlying premises in the practice of teacher education.
6.6 Conclusion
The objective of this thesis was to systematically and critically examine the pedagog-
ical grammar cognitions of Dutch EFL student teachers during their time spent in 
bachelor and master degree (teacher education) programmes in order to describe 
these cognitions, analyse and explain them, and investigate the role of teacher ed-
ucation. To enhance validity and reliability, this research project encompassed four 
separate but interconnected studies to examine student teacher cognitions from mul-
tiple perspectives, utilising various methods and instruments, such as questionnaires, 
semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and a case study. 
The results showed that student teachers have distinct ideas about what consti-
tutes grammatical difficulty – which go beyond how this concept is traditionally de-
fined in the SLA literature – and how these ideas interact with pedagogical grammar 
and learner-related cognitions. Furthermore, insight was gained into how student 
teachers perceive grammar instruction in relation to well-known SLA concepts such 
as meaning-focused instruction, FonF, FonFs, implicit, explicit, deductive, and induc-
tive instruction, and how these constructs are operationalised. Finally, our findings 
indicated that teacher education has a clearly noticeable influence on student teacher 
cognitions, but not necessarily in the way it is intended. This study brought into sharp 
relief how suitable models, congruent teaching, and acknowledging the influence of 
experience and prior cognitions are of paramount importance in teacher education. 
To conclude, this thesis has attempted to contribute to a more sophisticated aware-
ness and an increased understanding of student teacher pedagogical grammar cog-
nitions, how these are affected by teacher education and interact with other belief 
systems. These insights have given rise to various concrete suggestions for improving 
current practice and new research directions. Moreover, this study is a strong remind-
er of how (student) teachers’ mental lives – their thoughts, beliefs, attitudes, emotions, 
and knowledge – come together with their lived experiences to shape and build their 
reality.
note
(1) The term second language (L2) is used here to refer to any other language than the first.
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Statements used in part I of the questionnaire (Chapter 3)
# Dutch original – Ik vind dat … English translationa – In my opinion …
MF1 grammatica een onderdeel van de lessen 
Engels moet zijn
grammar should be part of English class
MF2 in lesboeken de Engelse grammatica aan de 
orde moet komen
Enlish grammar should be addressed in 
coursebooks
MF3 een leraar in de lessen Engels aandacht moet 
besteden aan grammatica
teachers should pay attention to grammar in 
English class
MF4 in de les Engels geen grammatica aan de orde 
hoeft te komen – de focus moet alleen liggen 
op echt leren communiceren
in English class, it is not necessary to discuss 
grammar; the focus should only be on learn-
ing how to communicate
MF5 de lessen Engels alleen moeten gaan over 
leren communiceren (de les kan dus prima 
helemaal zonder grammaticaonderwijs)
the focus of English lessons should lie solely 
on learning how to communicate (without 
grammar teaching)
MF6 lesboeken geen aandacht aan grammatica 
zouden moeten besteden
English grammar should not be discussed in 
coursebooks
FS1 de Engelse grammatica een centrale plek 
moet innemen in de lessen
grammar should occupy a central position in 
English class
FS2 in een lesmethode systematisch alle gram-
maticaonderdelen aan de orde moeten 
komen
coursebooks should systematically deal with 
all grammar features
FS3b een leraar de Engelse grammatica als los 
onderdeel van de les moet behandelen
teachers should deal with grammar as a sepa-
rate topic of the lesson
FS4 een leraar alleen aandacht moet besteden aan 
een grammaticaonderdeel als leerlingen er 
moeilijkheden mee ondervinden
teachers should only pay attention to a gram-
mar feature if pupils experience difficulties 
with it
FS5 als leerlingen geen fouten maken bij een 
bepaalde vorm, de leraar de bijbehorende 
grammaticaregel ook niet hoeft uit te leggen
if pupils do not make any mistakes in a par-
ticular grammar feature, teachers should not 
explain the underlying rule
FS6b grammaticaonderwijs pas zinvol is als leerlin-
gen fouten maken bij een bepaalde vorm
teaching a grammatical item is only useful if 
learners make mistakes in it
IE1 bij grammaticaonderwijs het noodzakelijk is 
dat een leraar expliciete grammaticaregels 
behandelt
when teaching grammar, a teacher must 
discuss explicit grammar rules
IE2 duidelijk omschreven grammaticaregels 
noodzakelijk zijn voor het leren beheersen van 
grammatica
clearly defined grammar rules are a necessity 
for mastering grammar
IE3 expliciete grammaticaregels van groot belang 
zijn voor leerlingen om grammatica te leren
explicit grammar rules are of crucial impor-
tance for pupils to learn grammar
IE4 het beste grammaticaonderwijs bestaat uit het 
aanbieden van veel voorbeelden zonder de 
bijbehorende regel te bespreken
the best type of grammar instruction is to 
present learners with many examples of the 
structure in question without discussing the 
underlying rule
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IE5 leerlingen het beste de grammatica leren 
beheersen door voorbeeldzinnen (zonder de 
regel) te bestuderen
the best way for pupils to master grammar 
is by studying sample sentences (without the 
rule)
IE6 leerlingen grammatica vanzelf oppikken door 
veel voorbeelden van een grammaticale struc-
tuur te verwerken (zonder de regel dus)
pupils acquire grammar automatically by 
processing many examples of a grammatical 
structure (without the rule)
ID1 een leraar zelf een grammaticaregel moet 
presenteren in plaats van leerlingen deze te 
laten afleiden uit voorbeelden
a teacher should present a grammar rule 
instead of having pupils discover it for them-
selves
ID2 een leraar beter zelf een grammaticaregel kan 
geven dan leerlingen deze te laten afleiden uit 
een set voorbeelden
it is better for teachers to explain a grammar 
rule than to let pupils derive it from examples
ID3 het effectiever is om leerlingen een regel te 
geven dan hen deze te laten ontdekken aan 
de hand van een aantal voorbeelden
it is more effective to give students a rule than 
to have them discover it from examples
ID4 het beter werkt als leerlingen een grammati-
caregel afleiden uit een set voorbeelden dan 
wanneer ze deze regel vooraf aangeboden 
krijgen
it is better to let pupils derive a rule from a 
set of examples than to give them the rule up 
front
ID5 leerlingen grammaticale regels laten afleiden 
uit een aantal voorbeelden een betere manier 
is om grammatica aan te bieden dan als leraar 
eerst de regel te geven
having pupils discover a rule from examples 
is a better way of teaching grammar than 
presenting a rule
ID6 leerlingen regels laten ontdekken een effec-
tievere vorm van grammaticaonderwijs is dan 
als een leraar zelf de regels geeft
asking learners to discover a rule is a better 
way of teaching grammar than when teachers 
present rules themselves
a English translations have not been linguistically validated. b Excluded from analyses based on EFA and CFA results.
(continued)
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Sample items from each part of the questionnaire (Chapter 3)
Section I
strongly 
disagree
disagree neither 
agree nor 
disagree
agree strongly 
agree
In my opinion, grammar should be part of 
English class.
Section II
•	 As an English teacher you can introduce a grammatical topic by discussing a rule, with which 
your pupils can then practise (this is also called deductive instruction).
•	 Another possibility is to have pupils themselves derive a rule from a set of examples (inductive 
instruction) before they start practising it.
In my opinion, deductive instruction (the teach-
er presents a grammar rule) is most appropri-
ate for …
strongly 
disagree
disagree neither 
agree nor 
disagree
agree strongly 
agree
VMBO
HAVO
VWO
In my opinion, inductive instruction (pupils 
derive a grammar rule from a set of examples) 
is most  appropriate for …
strongly 
disagree
disagree neither 
agree nor 
disagree
agree strongly 
agree
VMBO
HAVO
VWO
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•	 Examples of difficult structures are the present perfect continuous (I have been working) or the 
future continuous (I will be walking). 
•	 Examples of easy structures are the possessive pronouns (my, your, his, her, our, their), the 
present simple (I walk, you walk, he walks), and the ordinals (first, second, third, fourth).
In my opinion, deductive instruction (the teach-
er presents a grammar rule) is most appropri-
ate for …
strongly 
disagree
disagree neither 
agree nor 
disagree
agree strongly 
agree
easy grammatical structures
difficult grammatical structures
In my opinion, inductive instruction (pupils 
derive a grammar rule from a set of examples) 
is most  appropriate for …
strongly 
disagree
disagree neither 
agree nor 
disagree
agree strongly 
agree
easy grammatical structures
difficult grammatical structures
Section III
Which factors have contributed most to your beliefs about grammar instruction? Choose the 
three most important factors (fewer than three is also allowed): 
▫ my own teachers from secondary school
▫ teacher college (undergraduate course)
▫ school placement (undergraduate course)
▫ school placement mentors (undergraduate course)
▫ fellow students  
▫ pupil expectations
▫ professional journals 
▫ conferences
▫ refresher coursesa 
▫ teacher college (post-graduate course)a
▫ work experience after completing undergraduate coursea
▫ school placement (or work experience) during post-graduate coursea
▫ school placement mentor(s) during post-graduate coursea
▫ colleagues (teachers of English)a 
▫ other: ______________________________________________
Note. The original questionnaire was in Dutch. The translation found here was not linguistically validated.
a These items were only included in the questionnaire for the post-graduate students.
229
Appendix C
Vignettes (Chapter 4)
English in lower secondary school
Set 1
Teacher A
‘Learning a foreign language revolves around learning to communicate in that language, which is 
perfectly achievable without grammar instruction. In my opinion, pupils should be exposed to as 
much comprehensible input as possible – the entire lesson should be in English. They should be 
able to practise writing, reading, listening, and speaking in authentic situations. If you consistently 
keep that up, then paying attention to grammar is not necessary.’
Teacher B
‘Grammar is essential for learning a language, and therefore it’s an important part of my teaching 
– as well as paying attention to the four language skills. This means that I deal with grammar points 
in class and have pupils practise them. Or if pupils make grammatical errors when speaking for 
instance, then I discuss them.’
Set 2
Teacher C
‘Attention to grammar is necessary, but it shouldn’t disturb the flow of the lesson. I want to teach 
my pupils how to convey a message in English. Therefore, I only pay attention to grammar if 
pupils make mistakes. And even then I only go into it briefly. If pupils use a particular grammatical 
structure without making mistakes, then I don’t pay attention to it at all.’
Teacher D
‘Grammar instruction is important for pupils – it’s the foundation of the language. In order to 
teach my pupils English, I systematically discuss English grammar. Every important grammatical 
structure is dealt with one by one. I go into the rules, show examples, and discuss both form and 
usage. After that I have pupils practise what we discussed.’
Set 3
Teacher E
‘Attention to grammar is important, but I hardly ever discuss rules. If I want to deal with a 
grammatical structure, then I show my pupils loads of examples, for instance in a text. I also ask 
them to study short sentences that contain the structure, after which they can practise with those 
sentences. That way they pick up grammar naturally, without having to discuss a rule.’
Teacher F
‘Discussing rules should be part of grammar instruction. When dealing with grammar, I always 
230
Appendix C
discuss the underlying rule of a grammatical structure so that my pupils will be able to use that 
structure correctly. That means that I explain how a structure is formed, when to use it in English, 
and I show examples. After that my pupils can start applying the rules in exercises.’
Set 4
Teacher G
‘When I teach grammar, I always have my pupils discover a rule themselves. For instance, I write 
sample sentences on the board in which a certain form occurs, and together we deduce the rule. 
Or I have pupils read a text in which the form occurs frequently, and I then ask them to answer 
questions that help them formulate the rule. At the end of the activity I always check whether 
they have found the correct rule. Once I’ve done that, I continue the lesson so that my pupils can 
practise the rule.’ 
Teacher H
‘When teaching grammar, I always start by explaining a rule to my pupils. Sometimes I use the 
coursebook for this, sometimes I write the rule on the board and pupils take notes. In any case, I 
discuss how a particular grammatical structure is formed and how it is used. Then I show examples 
– for instance sample sentences or a brief text in which the form occurs, both of which I discuss 
with my pupils. As soon as I think that they understand the rule, I have them practise it.’ 
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Coding scheme (Chapter 4)
Topic Category/Theme Codea Sample quoteb
Meaning-Focused Instruc-
tion
Objectives and 
reasons
Basic communi-
cation
personally, I find it important that 
my pupils are able to communi-
cate in English
Linguistic instinct 
is insufficient
some learners just don’t have a 
keen sense of language
Mechanisms Immersion / Nat-
ural acquisition
I think you learn a language by 
being immersed in it
Target groups Lower levels more appropriate for lower-level 
learners
Caveats Grammar is 
necessity
eventually, you will need grammar 
instruction
Incorrect input in popular songs there are often a 
lot of grammar mistakes
Practicality we just don’t have the time for this
Structural code: Meaning-Focused Instruction Versus Form-Focused Instruction
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Topic Category/Theme Codea Sample quoteb
Form-Focused Instruction Objectives and 
reasons
Formal correctness if you know grammar you’ll be 
able to avoid errors
Skills without grammar it’s difficult to 
practise writing or speaking
Syntax it’s important, you know, to con-
struct correct sentences
Tertiary education grammatical correctness is impor-
tant for advanced studies
Understanding 
errors
you need to understand your 
errors to correct them
Efficiency it’s time-efficient to explain rules
Assessment explaining grammar so they can 
pass the test
Classroom man-
agement
with 30 pupils in your classroom 
it’s just a safer way
Coursebooks coursebooks focus strongly on 
grammar instruction
Teacher prefer-
ence
the structure that grammar offers 
is especially nice for teachers 
themselves. It gives them some-
thing to build their programme on
Systematicity rules give pupils something to 
hold on to
Mechanisms Black box how rules contribute to acquisi-
tion, I have no idea 
Context External require-
ments
there’s the coursebooks. Tests. 
And the school administration 
who wants to see me giving 
marks. Same goes for the Schools 
Inspectorate
Target groups Lower levels grammar instruction is necessary 
for weaker pupils
Practice Communicative 
practice
using real-life scenarios to practise 
grammar
Caveats Complexity of 
grammar
grammar is often too complicated 
for pupils
Metalanguage terminology often obscures what 
you’re actually doing
Overkill keep the instruction brief and 
simple
(continued)
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Topic Category/Theme Codea Sample quoteb
MFI for VMBO Objectives and 
reasons
Basic communi-
cation
for them focusing on communica-
tion is better than explaining rules
Grammar is too 
difficult
grammar is so difficult for them
Learner character-
istics
Uninterested/un-
motivated
I don’t think VMBO pupils are 
interested in it
Hands-on attitude they have a more practical hands-
on attitude than VWO pupils
FFI for VMBO Learner character-
istics
Need structure rules give them structure to hold 
onto
VMBO/VWO No Difference Both possible I don’t think it has anything to do 
with educational level
MFI for VWO Learner character-
istics
Motivated more motivated pupils will pick up 
grammar themselves from input
Intelligent they’re quicker on the uptake 
Autonomous they’ll find out for themselves what 
it is all about
FFI for VWO Objectives and 
reasons
Advanced level for advanced levels your grammar 
needs to be correct
Tertiary education they will go on to university
Assessment they need to pass the exam
Learner character-
istics
Intelligent there’s a reason they’re doing 
VWO: they’re smarter
Eager to learn they are so much more eager to 
learn
Appreciate struc-
ture
some pupils think in more sys-
tematic ways, and grammar is a 
system 
(continued)
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Structural code: FonF versus FonFs
Topic Category/Theme Codea Sample quoteb
FonF Objectives and 
reasons
Communication learning by communicating
Differentiated 
instruction
it offers opportunities for differen-
tiated instruction
Caveats: one-sid-
ed focus
No conscious-
ness-raising
you need to make explicit what 
goes well
Getting things right 
by coincidence
pupils need to understand why 
they gets things right 
Repetition it’s important to keep repeating 
things
Problem of choice there are always going to be pupils 
who don’t know certain things
Caveats: short 
explanations
Retention when you explain things briefly, 
pupils are going to forget
Brevity you need to pay more attention to 
grammar
Caveats: structure Lack of structure there seems to be a complete lack 
of structure
FonFs Objectives and 
reasons
Systematicity all major grammatical structures 
need to be covered systematically
Routine it creates routine – something 
pupils can hold on to
Caveats Retention they forget all these rules
Broader basis grammar is not the basis of the 
language; there’s also vocabulary
Motivation boring
Overkill you don’t want to go on and on, 
endlessly
Confusion they may get confused by all those 
rules
FonF for VMBO Objectives and 
reasons
Basic communi-
cation
the goal here is how to communi-
cate a message
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Topic Category/Themea Codea Sample quoteb
FonFs for VMBO Objectives and 
reasons
Need structure they need a system that works for 
them
Caveats Motivation they find grammar boring
Difficulty they get overwhelmed by all those 
rules
VMBO/VWO No Difference FonFs when rules get discussed one by 
one, that’s a good thing for both 
VMBO and VWO
FonF or FonFs Group/individuals it depends on the particular group 
and the pupils
FonF for VWO Learner character-
istics
Motivated they are motivated 
Intelligent their level is higher and don’t need 
as much explanation
Autonomous it’s a matter of autonomy
FonFs for VWO Objectives and 
reasons
Advanced level the requirements are higher
Tertiary education to prepare them for university
Learner character-
istics
Appreciate struc-
ture
they want to understand the rules
Eager to learn they are more eager to learn than 
VMBO pupils
(continued)
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Topic Category/Theme Codea Sample quoteb
Implicit Instruction Mechanisms Learning by 
examples
you don’t explain the rules; you 
just give a lot of examples
Familiarity Unknown I’ve never done it this way; it’s a bit 
far-fetched
Caveats Harmful I don’t think it’s good for your 
pupils
Confusing things get confused
Assessment how would you test pupils
Explicit Instruction Objectives and 
reasons
Systematicity theory is a good basis
Efficiency when you don’t have a lot of time
Assessment in a test pupils are confronted with 
other examples, for which they 
need the rule
Teacher prefer-
ence
it feels safer 
Caveats Overkill I won’t spend an entire lesson on 
grammar
Lack of commu-
nicative focus
also focus on how to use it in daily 
life
Passive sit down and listen to what I have 
to say
Implicit for VMBO Learner character-
istics
Practical it’s more based on practical 
situations
Learning by 
examples
VMBO pupils respond well to 
using examples
Concentration they’re less likely to be able to 
listen to a teacher for long periods
Structural code: Implicit Instruction versus Explicit Instruction
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Topic Category/Theme Codea Sample quoteb
Explicit for VMBO Objectives and 
reasons
Basic communi-
cation
how should they use it in daily life
Learner character-
istics
Need structure VMBO pupils need so much 
structure
VMBO/VWO No Difference Implicit instruc-
tion
the natural way is better
Explicit instruc-
tion
rules and grammar are important
Implicit for VWO Learner character-
istics
Intelligent it requires a higher cognitive level
Autonomous they can do more by themselves
Explicit for VWO Objectives and 
reasons
Advanced level clearly defined grammar structures 
for writing at an advanced level
Learner character-
istics
Appreciate struc-
ture
some pupils clearly appreciate 
rules and structure
Concentration they can work longer and are more 
concentrated
Implicit for Easy Structures Lack of complexity easy structures can be picked up 
from examples
Easy/Difficult No Difference Explicit instruction rules are helpful for easy and 
difficult structures
Implicit instruc-
tion
learning it the natural way is just 
better
Explicit for Difficult Struc-
tures
Structures and 
rules
Complexity clear explanations are necessary for 
difficult structures or rules
Exceptions when there are a lot of exceptions 
you need rules
(continued)
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Structural code: Inductive Instruction versus Deductive Instruction
Topic Category/Theme Codea Sample quoteb
Inductive Instruction Objectives and 
reasons
Active learning pupils are actively engaged in 
building knowledge
Motivation it is motivating
Target groups Higher levels perhaps more suitable for learners 
with a keen sense of language
Caveats Classroom man-
agement
when one pupil finds the answer, 
he will shout it out loud
Incorrect answers perhaps they will find the incorrect 
rule
Time you will need a lot more time
Confusion it may be less clear
Deductive Instruction Objectives and 
reasons
Routine I’ve always done it like this
Straightforward it’s clear and then you can go on 
straightaway
Caveats Retention it works temporarily
Motivation it was often boring
Confusion pupils get confused
Inductive for VMBO Learner character-
istics
Practical these pupils are doers
Concentration they get distracted easily when 
having to listen to a teacher
Level it’s too difficult for VMBO
Motivation they’re not motivated for it
Deductive for VMBO Learner character-
istics
Need structure he needs a basis to understand it
VMBO/VWO No Difference Deductive instruc-
tion
Structure because it offers structure
Inductive instruc-
tion
All levels it’s possible for all levels
Inductive for VWO Learner character-
istics
Intelligence it’s a matter of intelligence
Autonomy VWO pupils are more autono-
mous
Deductive for VWO Learner character-
istics
Appreciate structure they are comfortable with struc-
ture
Objectives and 
reasons
Time-efficient it is more time-efficient
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Note. MFI = meaning-focused instruction; FFI = form-focused instruction; FonF = focus on form; FonFs = focus on forms. 
a Topics that were discussed at length by several participants and/or that came back repeatedly in more focus group discussions 
are printed in italics. b All focus groups were conducted in Dutch. The quotes in this column are translations and in some cases 
abridged (but accurate and faithful) versions of the literal quotes.
Topic Category/Theme Codea Sample quoteb
Inductive for Easy Struc-
tures
Lack of complexity only one type of form, it is easier 
to recognise
Deductive for Easy Struc-
tures
Time-efficient do you really want to spend a lot of 
time on things like a and an
Easy/Difficult No Difference Inductive instruc-
tion
it is just better regardless of 
difficulty
Deductive for Difficult 
Structures
Rules Complexity if the structure is too complex they 
won't find it by themselves
Exceptions there are more exceptions
Structure rules give you something to hold 
on to
Inductive for Difficult 
Structures
Learning process Retention if you discover it for yourself you'll 
remember it better
Motivation it can be very rewarding
(continued)
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Coding schemes (Chapter 5)
Student teacher interviews
Theme/Topic Category Codes
General cognitions (ideal) Language teaching input and exposure; motivating learners; 
more communication and interaction
Grammar teaching importance of grammar; necessity; accura-
cy; grammar as basis; means not goal; mak-
ing it interesting; differentiated instruction
Implemented curriculum Years 3 and 4 no explicit grammar teaching; no grammar 
pedagogy courses; national knowledge test
Grammar course intensive; quantity of structures discussed; 
teaching procedures; practice
Pedagogical Grammar course peer teaching; inductive teaching; motivat-
ing learners
Achieved curriculum Years 3 and 4 grammar knowledge decreasing
Grammar course grammatical knowledge; language acquisi-
tion (accuracy); pedagogical model; consist-
ency with own learning experiences
Pedagogical Grammar course teaching grammar; inductive teaching; 
failed to make a lasting impression; should 
receive more attention
Experiences Student teachers’ own sec-
ondary school period
traditional grammar teaching
School placement intensive; complete overview of grammar; 
isolated; inductive; motivating learners; 
discussing rules; practice; lack of transfer; 
visualisation; using examples; course books; 
testing
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Teacher educator interviews
Theme/Topic Category Codes
Ideal curriculum Student teachers’ grammati-
cal knowledge
knowledge; metalanguage; comprehensive; 
skills support
Pedagogical grammar pedagogical knowledge; attitude develop-
ment
Instructional options deductive; inductive; no abstract formulas; 
short, concrete rules; communicative con-
text; meaningful; examples; phased practice
Role of grammar instruction necessity; essential; natural acquisition is 
insufficient; accuracy; ineffective; impedi-
ment; implicit acquisition; lexical approach; 
tool; communication is goal
Implemented curriculum Grammar course years 1 and 2; programme; focus on forms; 
contrastive; reproduction of rules; applying 
rules; no combination with pedagogical 
grammar
Pedagogical Grammar course programme; rules versus usage; not 
enough attention in curriculum; peer 
teaching; no combination with grammar
Years 3 and 4 TEFL courses; enrichment options; research 
projects; school placement tutoring
Achieved curriculum Pedagogical knowledge and 
skills
too much focus on grammar; lack of atti-
tude development; grammar as knowledge 
and structure; isolated; focus on rules and 
forms
Grammatical knowledge prior knowledge; substantial variation; 
satisfactory
Pedagogical Grammar course inadequate results; isolated grammar 
teaching; focus on forms; limited practice
Influences prior cognitions; school placement; learner 
expectations; course books; testing; gram-
mar course; aptitude; lack of shared vision 
educators
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School placement mentor interviews
Theme/Topic Category Codes
Own practice Role of grammar necessity; accuracy; understanding; transfer 
problems; preparing for tertiary education
Teaching approaches rule explanation; contrastive; usage; visual-
isation; isolated; practice; translation; mak-
ing it interesting; differentiated instruction; 
quantity of structures discussed
Influences course books; testing
Ideal curriculum Knowledge grammar knowledge
Role of mentoring coaching
Teaching explaining grammar; use; transfer; induc-
tive teaching; deductive teaching; staged 
instruction; connecting to learners
Implemented curriculum Goals focus on learners; induction; attitude; 
self-confidence
Student teacher activities teaching; observing
Support explaining grammar
Achieved curriculum Teaching grammar explanations; inductive; deduc-
tive; practice; self-confidence
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Document analysis
Theme/Topic Category Codes
Ideal curriculum Secondary education curriculum; goals; skills; role of grammar; 
accuracy; fluency; context; testing; lower 
secondary; upper secondary
Vocational education curriculum; goals; skills; role of grammar; 
accuracy; fluency; context; testing; vocation-
al component
Teacher knowledge base domains; role of grammar; grammar teach-
ing; knowledge; teaching; methodology; 
skills; competencies; research
B.Ed. programme goals; approaches; vision; curriculum
Implemented curriculum B.Ed. programme domains; courses; course books; role of 
grammar; teaching grammar; skills; meth-
odology; Pedagogical Grammar; Grammar; 
Language Skills
Testing CPE; national knowledge test; skills; gram-
mar; knowledge; procedures
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Course observations
Theme/Topic Category Codes
Course level Courses Grammar; Pedagogical Grammar; Lan-
guage Skills
Course information practical information; assignments; testing; 
curriculum; educators
Ideal curriculum Objectives course objectives; lesson goals
Implemented curriculum Topics skills; grammar teaching as part of skills 
training; grammar pedagogy; grammar 
knowledge
Pedagogical Grammar course communicative context; language func-
tions; introducing grammar; rule explana-
tion; use of examples; inductive teaching; 
deductive teaching; lesson plans; board use; 
use of reference books; Neuner’s typology; 
practice; controlled practice; free practice; 
testing; theory; necessity of grammar 
teaching; introducing grammar; rounding 
off lesson; prior cognitions
Grammar course grammatical structure; explanation; exam-
ples; practice; testing
Language Skills course skills; explanations; examples; topics; 
practice
Approaches peer teaching; exercises; assignments; pro-
cess; product; teaching activities; feedback
Quotes teacher educator; student teacher
Achieved curriculum Pedagogical Grammar course peer teaching sessions; lesson plan prod-
ucts; communicative context; language 
functions; introduction; rule explanation; 
use of examples; inductive teaching; deduc-
tive teaching; board use; practice; phases; 
transfer; controlled practice; free practice
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Samenvatting
In dit promotieonderzoek staan de cognities centraal die leraren in opleiding hebben met be-
trekking tot grammaticaonderwijs bij het vak Engels als vreemde taal. Cognities zijn een ver-
zamelterm voor de kennis, meningen en opvattingen – met bijbehorende affectieve dimensie 
– die individuen hebben over een bepaald onderwerp. Deze cognities spelen een belangrijke 
rol in hoe docenten hun lessen voorbereiden en uitvoeren en de beslissingen die daarbij 
genomen worden. Het bestuderen van cognities geeft inzicht in hoe docenten over een be-
paald onderdeel van hun werk denken en waarom zij handelen zoals zij handelen. Bovendien 
kan het in kaart brengen van cognities over zogenoemde betwiste domeinen – onderwerpen 
waarover meerdere opvattingen bestaan en waarbij consensus ontbreekt – leiden tot meer 
inzicht in hoe docenten met dergelijke lastige materie omgaan.
Grammaticaonderwijs is een voorbeeld bij uitstek van zo’n betwist domein. Zowel in het 
tweedetaalverwervingsonderzoek als in de onderwijspraktijk wordt al decennialang gedebat-
teerd over de noodzaak en effectiviteit van grammaticaonderwijs. Centraal daarbij staat de 
vraag of, in hoeverre en hoe expliciete regelkennis kan bijdragen aan geautomatiseerde of 
impliciete kennis, die de basis vormt voor spontaan taalgebruik. Al heel wat onderzoek heeft 
hiernaar plaatsgevonden, maar het definitieve antwoord op deze vraag is nog niet gegeven. 
Wat we wel weten, is dat het mechanisch oefenen met grammaticale kennis buiten een com-
municatief en betekenisvol kader niet bijzonder zinvol is. En toch gebeurt juist dit nog met 
grote regelmaat in het Nederlandse reguliere voortgezet onderwijs (en daarbuiten), ondanks 
de communicatieve omwenteling die enkele decennia geleden heeft plaatsgevonden.
Binnen dit geheel van onderwijstradities en vaak inconsistente of ambigue onderzoeks-
uitkomsten moeten leraren in opleiding hun eigen weg vinden en keuzes leren maken met 
betrekking tot hoe zij grammatica integreren in hun lespraktijk. Het doel van dit promo-
tieonderzoek was om meer inzicht te krijgen in dit proces door de cognities van leraren in 
opleiding Engels met betrekking tot grammaticaonderwijs en -didactiek te bestuderen. Spe-
cifiek is er gekeken naar welke cognities leraren in opleiding aan Nederlandse hbo-leraren-
opleidingen Engels hebben in de verschillende onderdelen van hun opleiding (bachelor en 
master), waar deze cognities vandaan komen en welke rol de opleiding speelt in het beïn-
vloeden ervan. Bovendien is er onderzocht wat de relatie is tussen deze cognities enerzijds 
en leerlingniveau en grammaticale complexiteit anderzijds; met andere woorden, in hoeverre 
hebben het niveau van leerlingen (geoperationaliseerd als de Nederlandse onderwijsniveaus 
vmbo, havo en vwo) en de gepercipieerde moeilijkheidsgraad van grammaticale structuren 
invloed op deze cognities?
Om het onderzoeksdoel te realiseren is gekozen voor een mixed-methods-benadering, 
waarbij zowel kwantitatieve als kwalitatieve methoden ingezet werden om uitspraken te kun-
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nen doen over het onderzochte fenomeen. In vier deelstudies is getracht om antwoord te 
geven op de volgende onderzoeksvragen:
(1) Welke cognities over grammaticaonderwijs hebben leraren in opleiding Engels (hbo-bachelor en 
-master) tijdens hun opleiding?
(2) Hoe beschrijven en verantwoorden zij deze cognities?
(3) Welke rol spelen het niveau van leerlingen en de moeilijkheidsgraad van grammaticale structuren 
bij deze cognities?
(4) Op welke manier probeert de lerarenopleiding deze cognities te beïnvloeden, en in hoeverre lukt 
dat?
In de eerste twee deelstudies is met behulp van voornamelijk kwantitatieve instrumenten in 
kaart gebracht welke cognities leraren in opleiding hebben over grammaticale complexiteit 
en grammaticaonderwijs. De derde deelstudie gaf een verdere, kwalitatieve verdieping van de 
gevonden kwantitatieve resultaten. De laatste deelstudie, ten slotte, zoomde in op de rol van 
de lerarenopleiding bij de vorming van grammaticacognities.
Studie 1: Grammaticale complexiteit
Binnen het tweedetaalverwervingsonderzoek zijn er veel studies gedaan naar grammaticale 
complexiteit. Vanuit het perspectief van docentcognities is dit fenomeen echter nog onont-
gonnen gebied. Omdat een van de doelen van dit promotieonderzoek was om de relatie tus-
sen grammaticacognities en grammaticale complexiteit te exploreren, was de eerste deelstu-
die specifiek gericht op docentcognities omtrent grammaticale-moeilijkheidsgraad. Het doel 
was om in kaart te brengen hoe leraren in opleiding grammaticale complexiteit definiëren en 
hoe dit zich verhoudt tot wat er bekend is uit het tweedetaalverwervingsonderzoek.
Het onderzoek bestond uit een literatuurstudie, een pilotstudie en een hoofdstudie. Uit 
de literatuurstudie bleek dat er drie belangrijke componenten zijn die in het tweedetaalver-
wervingsonderzoek in verband gebracht worden met grammaticale moeilijkheid. De eerste 
component betreft de grammaticale structuur zelf, die zowel qua vorm als qua functie com-
plex kan zijn. Een factor die hierbij ook een rol speelt, is salience, oftewel de mate waarin een 
structuur opvalt in de context waarin deze voorkomt. De tweede component die bijdraagt aan 
de moeilijkheidsgraad, is de pedagogische regel die nodig is om de structuur te beschrijven, 
waarbij aspecten als metataal, generaliseerbaarheid en formulering een rol spelen. De laatste 
component betreft de leerder zelf: grammaticale complexiteit is tot op zekere hoogte altijd 
een functie van specifieke kenmerken van de leerder, zoals zijn eerste taal, zijn taalniveau en 
aanleg.
In de pilotstudie, die bedoeld was om input te genereren voor de hoofdstudie en om de 
cognities van leraren in opleiding met betrekking tot grammaticale complexiteit te inventa-
riseren, werd aan 157 studenten gevraagd om te omschrijven wat volgens hen een gramma-
ticale structuur moeilijk maakt. Kwantitatieve en kwalitatieve analyses lieten zien dat leraren 
in opleiding hierbij vier thema’s onderscheidden. De meest genoemde oorzaak van gram-
maticale complexiteit was het pedagogische arrangement, waarbij onder andere regelcom-
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plexiteit, oefenmogelijkheden en onderwijsmethode aan de orde kwamen. Het tweede thema 
betrof leerlingkenmerken zoals eerste taal, niveau, ervaring, motivatie en aanleg. Het derde 
thema dat werd benoemd, was de grammaticale structuur zelf (complexiteit van vorm en 
gebruik, kwaliteit van input). De laatste oorzaak van grammaticale complexiteit werd toege-
schreven aan de kwaliteit van de docent. Opvallend hierbij was dat deze component alleen 
werd genoemd door de bachelorstudenten en niet meer door de masterstudenten.
Naast de hiervoor genoemde overkoepelende thema’s, is in de pilotstudie ook gekeken 
naar enkelvoudige aspecten die volgens leraren in opleiding bijdragen aan de moeilijkheids-
graad van grammaticale structuren. De top vijf was: de eerste taal van de leerder (genoemd 
door 61 procent), het grote aantal uitzonderingen (35 procent), lage motivatie (22 procent), het 
grote aantal te beheersen structuren (17 procent) en het gebrek aan transferoefeningen (12 
procent) om geleerde structuren toe te passen in nieuwe, betekenisvolle contexten. 
In de hoofdstudie beoordeelden 570 respondenten 31 in leergangen veelvoorkomende 
grammaticale structuren op hun moeilijkheidsgraad. De vijf makkelijkste structuren volgens 
de studenten waren: de bezittelijke determinatoren, de present simple (tegenwoordige tijd), 
de past simple (verleden tijd), ontkenningen (met do) en de rangtelwoorden. De vijf moeilijk-
ste structuren waren: de present perfect continous (duurvorm van de voltooid tegenwoordige 
tijd), de future continuous (duurvorm van de toekomende tijd), de past perfect (voltooid verle-
den tijd), het weglaten van het lidwoord in sommige plaatsbepalingen (zoals bij in school, to 
church, to hospital) en de present perfect (voltooid tegenwoordige tijd).
Ten slotte werd in de hoofdstudie nog gevraagd welke specifieke aspecten bepalend zijn 
voor de moeilijkheidsgraad van drie types grammaticale structuren. Bij de tijdsvormen ko-
zen de respondenten vooral voor complexiteit van gebruik als belangrijkste oorzaak voor de 
algehele moeilijkheidsgraad. Bij woordvolgorde werd dit aspect ook genoemd samen met de 
mate van het verschil met de moedertaal van de leerders. Bij de laatste categorie, determi-
natoren en kwantoren, kwam complexiteit van gebruik weer als meest bepalende factor naar 
voren.
Studie 2: Een kwantitatief perspectief
In de tweede deelstudie van dit project is een vragenlijst ontwikkeld, gevalideerd en afgeno-
men om de cognities van leraren in opleiding over grammaticaonderwijs te bepalen. Ook de 
rol van de variabelen grammaticale complexiteit en leerlingniveau zijn hierbij meegenomen. 
De vragenlijst is door in totaal 832 leraren in opleiding Engels van hbo-bachelor- en -master-
opleidingen ingevuld. 
De vragenlijst is gebaseerd op vier begrippenparen uit het tweedetaalverwervingsonder-
zoek: meaning-focused (betekenisgerichte) versus form-focused (vormgerichte) instructie; focus 
on form (FonF) versus focus on forms (FonFs); impliciete versus expliciete instructie; inductieve 
versus deductieve instructie. Uit de resultaten bleek dat zowel bachelor- als masterstudenten 
inductieve instructie prefereerden boven het deductief behandelen van grammatica. Verder 
hadden beginnende bachelorstudenten een duidelijke voorkeur voor vormgerichte, expliciete 
grammatica-instructie en FonFs, terwijl ouderejaars, net zoals de masterstudenten, ook meer 
oog kregen voor betekenisvolle, impliciete instructie en FonF. Desalniettemin was er in zijn 
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geheel een voorkeur voor vormgerichte en expliciete vormen van grammatica-instructie, en 
in mindere mate ook voor FonFs.
In het volgende deel van de vragenlijst werd gevraagd naar de relatie tussen grammati-
cacognities enerzijds en grammaticale complexiteit en leerlingniveau anderzijds. Vormge-
richte en inductieve instructie en FonFs kregen de voorkeur voor vwo-leerlingen, terwijl de 
respondenten betekenisgerichte en deductieve instructie beter bij vmbo-leerlingen vonden 
passen. Scores voor expliciete instructie waren hoog voor zowel vwo als vmbo, terwijl er in 
sommige jaarlagen ook een lichte voorkeur voor impliciete instructie in vwo zichtbaar was. 
Wat grammaticale complexiteit betreft, bestond er een duidelijke voorkeur voor expliciete 
en deductieve instructie voor moeilijke structuren, terwijl impliciete en inductieve instructie 
werden geassocieerd met makkelijkere grammaticaconstructies. 
Het laatste onderdeel van de vragenlijst ging in op de oorsprong van de geïnventariseerde 
cognities. Bachelorstudenten gaven hierbij aan vooral beïnvloed te worden door hun oplei-
ding, stage, verwachtingen van leerlingen en hun eigen docenten in het voortgezet onderwijs. 
Masterstudenten kozen voor werkervaring, verwachtingen van leerlingen, invloed van colle-
ga’s en de opleiding. 
Studie 3: Een kwalitatief perspectief
Daar waar de tweede deelstudie zich richtte op een kwantitatieve verkenning van docent-
cognities, was de focus van de derde studie kwalitatief. Het doel was om leraren in oplei-
ding in hun eigen woorden – en dus niet aan de hand van door de onderzoekers opgestelde 
stellingen en vragenlijsten – te laten vertellen hoe zij aankeken tegen grammaticaonderwijs, 
waarbij er werd doorgevraagd naar de noodzaak van grammatica-instructie, de rol ervan in 
de modernevreemdetalenles en de verschillende instructiemogelijkheden – mede in relatie 
weer tot leerlingniveau en grammaticale complexiteit. De data werden verzameld in tien fo-
cusgroepgesprekken met in totaal 74 bachelor- en masterstudenten.
Uit de gesprekken bleek dat studenten vonden dat grammatica in dienst moet staan van 
taalvaardigheid. Om dit te bereiken vond men echter een focus op alleen betekenisgerichte 
instructie, vaardigheidstraining en input onvoldoende. De participanten vonden een vorm-
gerichte en expliciete component onmisbaar in hun lessen, niet alleen om vormcorrectheid 
bij leerlingen te bereiken, maar ook om hun communicatieve vaardigheden te vergroten. 
Verder viel op dat de studenten veel belang hechtten aan het systematisch behandelen van de 
basisgrammatica: alle onderwerpen moeten een voor een op school aan bod komen, waarbij 
er veel nadruk werd gelegd op het mechanisch inoefenen van structuren in een beperkte 
context. Een meer geïntegreerde aanpak zoals FonF kon op weinig steun rekenen. Ten slotte 
werd ook in deze data een duidelijke voorkeur voor inductieve instructie gevonden. 
De in de vorige studie geconstateerde samenhang tussen grammaticacognities en leer-
lingniveau werd in dit deelonderzoek verder uitgediept. Deze samenhang bleek te verklaren 
door gepercipieerde leerlingkenmerken en -behoeftes en leerdoelen. Zo werd de praktische 
instelling en het relatief lagere eindniveau van vmbo’ers geassocieerd met betekenisgerichte, 
impliciete en inductieve instructie, terwijl hun behoefte aan structuur en duidelijkheid juist 
werd gekoppeld aan (prescriptieve) vormgerichte, expliciete en deductieve instructie. Bij het 
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vwo kwam een gelijksoortige redenering naar voren. Ook hun behoefte aan structuur werd 
hier genoemd, maar nu niet in prescriptieve maar in descriptieve vorm: vormgerichte, expli-
ciete instructie en FonFs zouden beter aansluiten bij vwo’ers vanwege hun leergierigheid en 
hun behoefte om de regels van een taal te kennen en te begrijpen. Bovendien zou hun hoger 
eindniveau vragen om vormgericht onderwijs, FonFs en expliciete grammatica-instructie, ter-
wijl zij tegelijkertijd vanwege hun intelligentie, motivatie en autonomie ook in staat werden 
geacht om de eventuele tekortkomingen te compenseren van betekenisgericht onderwijs, 
impliciete grammatica-instructie en FonF. Voorkeuren voor betekenisgerichte en impliciete 
instructie en FonF zouden aldus ook opgevat kunnen worden als een latente voorkeur voor 
meer vormgerichte instructie. Immers, als studenten een voorkeur lieten zien voor betekenis-
gerichte en impliciete instructie en FonF, dan was dit niet zozeer vanwege de voordelen van 
deze methoden, maar meer omdat men of de gepercipieerde tekortkomingen ervan accep-
teerde (bij vmbo’ers) of leerlingen in staat achtte deze te compenseren (bij vwo’ers). 
Wat grammaticale complexiteit betrof, was er een duidelijke voorkeur voor impliciete en 
inductieve instructie voor makkelijke structuren, terwijl moeilijke structuren gelinkt werden 
aan deductieve en expliciete instructie. De gedachtegang hierbij was dat des te lastiger een 
structuur en de daarbij horende regel zijn, des te moeilijker het is voor de leerling om deze 
zelf te ontdekken of uit geboden input te verwerven. 
Studie 4: De lerarenopleiding
In de laatste deelstudie stond de lerarenopleiding centraal. In een casestudy van een hbo-ba-
cheloropleiding tot tweedegraads docent Engels is gekeken naar hoe een lerarenopleiding 
grammaticacognities probeerde te beïnvloeden en in hoeverre dit consistent gebeurde. 
Uit de vorige deelstudies kwam naar voren dat de cognities van leraren in opleiding over 
grammaticaonderwijs weliswaar enigszins veranderden gedurende de opleiding, maar glo-
baal gezien bleef men toch veel waarde hechten aan vormgericht, geïsoleerd en systematisch 
grammaticaonderwijs. Dit beeld werd ook in deze deelstudie bevestigd. Wanneer de geïnter-
viewde vierdejaarsstudenten in algemene termen over grammaticaonderwijs praatten, dan 
benadrukten zij dat het slechts een middel was om het grotere doel van taalvaardigheid te 
ondersteunen; communicatieve competentie was belangrijker. Deze opvattingen waren in lijn 
met wat ook in deelstudie 2 geconstateerd werd: naarmate studenten verder in de opleiding 
vorderden, hadden zij meer oog voor de betekenisgerichte component van het leren van 
een taal. Bij verder doorvragen bleek echter dat de studenten desondanks in de praktijk van 
alledag vormgerichte, expliciete, systematische en relatief geïsoleerde grammatica-instructie 
van groot belang achtten – een invulling van grammaticaonderwijs die niet in lijn was met de 
eerder geconstateerde meer instrumentele opvatting. 
Deze paradox, die ook al in deelstudie 3 zichtbaar werd, kan verklaard worden door het 
feit dat cognities in verschillende hoedanigheden voorkomen: sommige zijn oppervlakkiger 
en daardoor minder verankerd in het praktisch handelen van docenten, terwijl andere tot 
de kern van de professionele identiteit van de docent behoren, waardoor ook de connectie 
met de praktijk sterker is. Wanneer studenten beginnen aan hun bacheloropleiding, zijn hun 
grammaticacognities traditioneel: gericht op vormen, regels en het mechanisch en geïso-
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leerd inoefenen van structuren. In de opleiding worden ze geconfronteerd met meer bete-
kenisgerichte, communicatieve en geïntegreerde vormen van taalleren. Deze lijken op het 
eerste gezicht effect te sorteren (zoals geconstateerd in studie 2), maar deelstudie 3 en 4 wer-
pen de vraag op in hoeverre de geconstateerde verandering plaats heeft gevonden aan de op-
pervlakte en in hoeverre deze is doorgedrongen tot de kern van de gekoesterde opvattingen. 
De hier beschreven casestudy laat zien dat een dergelijke interpretatie plausibel is. Behal-
ve interviews met vierdejaarsstudenten zijn er interviews afgenomen met werkplekbegelei-
ders en lerarenopleiders. Ook zijn diverse documenten geanalyseerd waarop het curriculum 
gebaseerd is en waarin het beschreven staat. Ten slotte zijn een aantal cursussen geobser-
veerd. Uit de verzamelde data bleek allereerst dat grammaticacognities van studenten sterk 
beïnvloed werden door hun eigen ervaringen in het voortgezet onderwijs en tijdens de stage. 
Langs deze weg werd het beeld van traditioneel grammaticaonderwijs als deel van de vreem-
detalenles gevormd en verder versterkt. De opleiding probeerde dit beeld actief te veranderen 
met een intensieve grammaticadidactiekcursus; deze sorteerde – volgens zowel studenten als 
lerarenopleiders – echter weinig effect. Studenten konden zich niet veel meer herinneren van 
de cursus, en lerarenopleiders klaagden dat studenten sterk bleven hechten aan traditioneel, 
geïsoleerd en systematisch grammaticaonderwijs met weinig betekenisvolle en communica-
tieve componenten. 
Daarentegen bleken studenten wel sterk beïnvloed te zijn door de grammaticacursus die 
zij in jaar 1 en 2 van hun opleiding hadden gedaan. Deze cursus maakte deel uit van het vak-
inhoudelijke – en niet het vakdidactische – programma en had als doel het vergroten van de 
grammaticale, declaratieve kennis van studenten. Bezien vanuit het perspectief van taalvaar-
digheidsverwerving werd hier gebruikgemaakt van zeer traditioneel en weinig effectief gram-
maticaonderwijs: alle belangrijke structuren werden een voor een besproken, mechanisch en 
contextarm ingeoefend (inclusief vertaling van losse zinnen) en getoetst – grammatica dus als 
doel en niet als middel. Deze werkwijze is echter te billijken aangezien het doel van de cursus 
niet in eerste instantie het vergroten van de taalvaardigheid van de studenten was, maar het 
versterken van de grammaticale kennisbasis van studenten in hun rol als aankomend expert 
in de Engelse taal. Het probleem dat zich voordeed, was echter dat de leraren in opleiding de 
cursus en masse opvatten als een didactisch model voor hun eigen handelen. De grammati-
cacursus sloot naadloos aan bij hun eigen ervaringen van grammaticaonderwijs in stages en 
als taalleerder in het voortgezet onderwijs. Bovendien hadden de meesten van hen nooit het 
type grammaticaonderwijs aan den lijve ondervonden dat in de grammaticadidactiekcursus 
werd gepropageerd. Zelfs op de lerarenopleiding werd taalvaardigheidstraining veelal ge-
scheiden aangeboden van grammatica-instructie. Met andere woorden, de didactiekcursus 
woog niet op tegen alle praktijkervaringen en de onbedoelde invloed van de vakinhoudelijke 
grammaticacursus. 
Het centrale thema dat uit de data in deze casestudy naar voren kwam, was dan ook 
incongruentie. Zowel in het voortgezet onderwijs als in de lerarenopleiding werd het beeld op-
geroepen dat grammatica dient als middel ter ondersteuning van taalverwerving. In de prak-
tijk bleek echter dat er nog veelvuldig ingezet wordt op traditioneel grammaticaonderwijs, 
waarvan de effectiviteit op zijn best twijfelachtig is. Deze tegenstrijdigheid was ook te vinden 
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in de cognities van leraren in opleiding, die over het algemeen benadrukten dat grammatica 
geen doel op zich is, maar die bij doorvragen er toch sterk traditionele opvattingen op na ble-
ken te houden. De lerarenopleiding versterkte ongewild deze opvattingen verder door geen 
congruent model te bieden aan studenten, hetgeen nogmaals het belang onderstreept van 
het continu afstemmen van vorm en inhoud bij het opleiden van leraren. 
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